






“The joy for me at Green Acres is how much 
fun the kids have. I remember on Monday 
kids just running in as if life is so much 
better at school than at home.”

— Pat Wilson,  
Green Acres teacher in the 1970s

Green Acres teachers have long been talented improvisers. 
Natalie Gitelman, who taught nursery school from the 1960s 
to the 1980s, remembers an evening meeting with parents 
for which everyone was to bring a potluck dish. 

“I taught with Shirley Kessler, who had five children of 
her own and didn’t have time to prepare her potluck dish,” 
Natalie says. “She brought all the ingredients and told the 
kids, ‘We’re going to cook a stew.’ The kids cut up vegetables, 
and Shirley plugged in an electric frying pan. Sparks shot 
up, and Shirley said, ‘Well, I wanted to teach you about 
electricity!’ “

Coincidentally (or maybe not…), Shirley’s son John 
became a food critic and a columnist for the food and drink 
section of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution!

Scenes from the 1970s: A Greek play in the Gully in 1971; Ceramicist Doug Rivlin ’77; Students and maintenance crew workers planting outside the Bathhouse Above: Green Acres students in the 1970s. (Could it be any other time?)
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With the arrival of the 
seventh and eighth grades, 
staff also recognized the need 
for more challenging physical 
education for older students. 
In 1972, the outdoor education 
program was created, and Terry 
Kullback was hired in March 
1974 to head the new physical 
education program, according 
to board meeting minutes. The 
P.E. program was focused on 
problem-solving and skill-
building; with no gym on cam-
pus, students were transported 
off campus to places like Pooks 
Hill for gymnastics.

According to a 50th anni
versary history, Terry created a 

creative movement 
program for pre-
school and younger 
grades, and the 
annual Olympics 
for grades 6–8 was 
established, appar-
ently an outgrowth 
of the sixth grade 
Olympics first held 

in 1966. (See sidebar.)
One cherished school 

tradition came to an end in 
1974, however, when trustees 
discontinued the hot lunch 
program that had existed for 
most of the school’s Danville 
Drive history. For 17 years, 
dietician and cook Eva Grooms 
had ruled the kitchen, provid-
ing students with healthy hot 
lunches each day. While most 
school lunches featuring “mys-
tery meat” are notoriously bad, 
Green Acres lunches were loved 
by the children—they were so 
popular that “The Cook Like 
Eva Cookbook” was created to 

sell at the spring fair, says Joan 
Karasik, an alumni parent. (See 
sidebar.)

In a 1974 letter to Green 
Acres parents, Board President 
Robert Basseches explained 
that discontinuing the lunch 
program would save $16,000, 
allowing the school to avoid 
a tuition increase and hold 
tuition at 1973–74 levels (rang-
ing from $750 for nursery to 
$1,600 for seventh and eighth 
grade). In addition, although 
the cooking was good, school 
officials came to realize that 
parents making their children’s 
lunches would be both more 
economical and less wasteful.

Still, cooking remained a 
popular activity for teachers 
and students. Fondly remem-
bering an annual kindergarten 
spaghetti dinner for families, 
Roxanne Kaufmann, a teacher 
in the pre-K, kindergarten, and 
library during the 1970s, said, 

“Children made invitations, put 

on a play and made dinner.” 
Roxanne went on to tell of 
the day when children were 
preparing the dinner, rolling 
meatballs in their hands—as 
well as rolling them on the 
floor. While leading a group 
of prospective parents on a 
tour, administrative assistant 
Joan Adler walked into the 
classroom. Parents assumed 
the children were playing with 
Play-Doh, and, as balls bounced 
on the tables and floors, Joan 
did not contradict them.

Other pastimes were also 
nurtured in Green Acres 
classrooms. Many of the pro-
fessional writers among Green 
Acres alumni say they got their 
start at Green Acres. Greg 
Kaufmann’82 says fifth-grade 
English teacher Kathy Yaksich’s 
infectious passion for learning 
and literature helped him see 
poetry in a new light.

“She had me choose a rock 
song, memorize it and recite it,” 

Greg writes. “I selected ‘Pinball 
Wizard’ by The Who. I’d never 
been much interested in poetry, 
but after Kathy’s lesson I began 
to pay much more attention to 
language, image, rhythm, and 
story. I think the fact that I’m a 
writer today is due in no small 
part to Kathy’s encouragement 
and creativity.”

In the 1970s, the cinderblock 
walls remained unpainted, and 
teacher Marie Powell and oth-
ers took it upon themselves to 
paint them. Teachers, students, 
and parents built furniture 
and play equipment, former 
staffers say. And the woods 
still seemed to go on forever. 
Marge Dimond, who taught in 
the nursery program for nearly 
two decades, lived on Tilden 
Road in the early 1970s and 
first discovered Green Acres 
when following the creek with 
her toddler. 

“There always seemed to 
be children playing here, and 

it was my intuitive feeling 
this was a warm, humanistic 
place,” Marge said in a recent 
interview. Her two daughters 
graduated from the school in 
1983 and 1985. Marge became 
the school’s first Admission 
Director and remains an active 
trustee.

However, not surpris-
ingly, space became increas-
ingly constrained as the school 
continued growing. In 1969, a 
capital fund drive was launched 
to fund a $270,000 expansion 
and to build the Bathhouse, 
which would serve the pool 
during the summer and house 
seventh and eighth grade 
classes during the school year. 
(“They isolated the seventh and 
eighth grades to the edge of the 
school because they were so 
rowdy,” laughs former seventh 
grade social studies teacher 
Dale Allen.)

A 1970 fund-raising brochure 
noted that the school’s enroll-

ment had tripled to 270 in 
the 13 years since the original 
Danville Drive building was 
completed, and that more 
space was imperative. In 1971 
and 1972, a two-level addition 
was constructed in the area 
that now houses the pre-K 
and kindergarten classrooms. 
The bottom floor contained 
science and art rooms and 
storage space, while the upper 
level housed the “quad,” which 
originally included grades 
3, 4, 5, and 6. The “Primary 
Unit” comprising grades 1 and 
2 was formed the following 
year. Second grade teacher 
Else Gretz Froberg remembers 
creating the Mexico and Japan 
units that remain part of the 
curriculum.

In the mid-70s, dual-unit 
groupings (grades 1 and 2, 3 
and 4, etc.) were established 
for all grades. While remaining 
loyal to Alice Mendham Pow-
ell’s founding principles, the 

1970s ushered in a new era of 
Green Acres as a pre-K through 
grade 8 school, resembling 
more closely the school it 
would become over the next 40 
years, a decade into the next 
century.

Ask former students, faculty 
and staff about their memories 
of Green Acres, and many 
point to the school’s cherished 
traditions. Some, such as 
vigorous parent participation 
and parent work days, date 
back to the earliest days of the 
school. Others, such as outdoor 
education, are newer, dating 
to the 1970s. Here are a few 
of the most recognizable and 
fondly remembered Green 
Acres traditions:

Cooking in the Kitchen
Along with caring for pets (see 
sidebar), cooking is one of 
the oldest hands-on activities 
at Green Acres. Photos from 
the 1940s show boys and girls 
busily at work in the kitchen, 
and early brochures explain 
how measuring ingredients 
helps teach fractions. Classes 
were unable to cook for several 
years in the early 2000s because 
of county health regulations, 
but a new, professional kitchen 

was installed in 2006, once 
again allowing Lower School 
math classes to bake cupcakes 
for birthday celebrations or 
pancakes for breakfast, and 
second grade language arts 
classes to make tortillas as part 
of their study of Mexico. 

Book Fair
Along with parent workdays 
and the Spring Fair, the Book 
Fair is mentioned in a late 1950s 
brochure as an example of 

parental support that allowed 
the school to “maintain its 
high standards on a moderate 
tuition.” In 1959, school officials 
decided to use Book Fair money 
to establish a collection at 
school, and a preschool library 
with more than 100 books was 
set up in the teachers’ room. 
The Book Fair has remained 
the major source of funding for 
the library (now at over 22,000 
volumes) and is a popular 
community-building event. 

Corporation Dinners
The Corporation Dinners in the 
1970s and ’80s helped foster 
the school’s warm community 
feeling. Parents filled the All 
Purpose Room and later the 
Center, vying to bring the most 
ethnically tantalizing dinners 
and scrumptious desserts, says 
Development Director Joan 
Adler, who has worked at the 
school since the 1970s, when 
her children were students 
here. Corporation business 

was cheerily faced with full 
bellies. The tradition was lost in 
the 1990s when both parents 
(or guardians) in families were 
more likely to be working and 
cooking time became limited. 
Today, the Corporation Meeting 
continues to offer news of the 
budget and election of trustees, 
but in recent years the most 
compelling feature has been 
panels of alumni—high school 
students—who describe their 
preparation and  transition to 

high school, and parts of the 
Green Acres program they 
cherish or would enhance.

Work Days
For much of the school’s history, 
parents, staff and even students 
built furniture, repaired 
playground equipment and 
otherwise helped keep costs 
down during Parent Workdays. 
Workdays were considered so 
important that one student 
took three buses to get to 

When did  
that start? 
The definitive 
guide to (some) 
Green Acres  
traditions and 
their origins

“Sue Eckhart’s News Bowls – 
sort of like ‘Jeopardy’ with 
teams – made me start 
paying attention to current 
events. They were fun and 
intense little battles. She 
also let me do a scrapbook 
on Michigan when Magic 
Johnson made his Final Four 
run with the Spartans. Who 
else would have ever given 
me credit for that? I still have 
that scrapbook and the clips 
in the basement.”

— Greg Kaufmann ’82, 
reporter and researcher  

for The Nation
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In 4th grade, two kids wrote 
a letter for the class asking 
[author] William Mayne to 
write a follow-up to “Skiffy,” [a 
book] which Kate Carlson had 
read to the class. The whole 
class signed the letter. A couple 
weeks later he sent a letter 
back in rhyme that said we had 
inspired him to write a sequel…. 
Two months later we received 
the manuscript. Kate and Karen 
Day read it to us and we sent 
comments back. Now, two 
years later, look what came in 
the mail! The newsletter shows 
a photo of the book cover: 

“Skiffy and the Twin Planets” by 
William Mayne. The dedication 
page reads: “To the Fourth 
Grade, 1980, at Green Acres 
School, Rockville, Maryland, 
U.S.A., who reminded me that 
this story had to be told.”

— Sixth grade reporter in the 
Green Acres Newsletter, 1982

The Eighties brought a decidedly more 
modern feel to campus, highlighted by 
construction of “the Center” (top), which won 
numerous accolades. Above right: a scene 
from the 1984 musical, “Oklahoma!” Below 
right: Karine Faden ’89 serves some pumpkin 
pie to Development Director Joan Adler and 
Nelle Campbell at Thanksgiving lunch.
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Section III: The Modern Era

t 
h 
e1980s
I n 1981 Green Acres 

enrolled about 280 
students ages 3 to 14. 

The school featured a busy 
all-purpose room, a large 
wooded campus, and some 
expanded outdoor play 
areas—but still no gymnasium. 
P.E. classes often had to travel 
off campus, which meant, 
according to one of Director 
Anne Goodrich’s reports to the 
board of trustees in the early 
1980s, weekly trips to gymnas-
tics venues, gyms with 
basketball courts, and bowling 
alleys. In 1981 board members 
identified the two major fiscal 
priorities for the school as 
enhancing faculty salaries (a 
common theme throughout 
Green Acres’ history) and 
building a Center for the 
Performing Arts and Physical 
Education (CPAPE, or, more 
simply, “the Center”), according 
to Development Office notes 
from the time.

To achieve these goals—and 
to build the Center in time for 
the school’s 50th anniversary 
in 1984—Green Acres began to 
undertake a more professional 
approach to fund-raising. The 
Fifty Fund was launched to 
raise the $800,000 necessary 
to build, equip, and maintain 
the Center, and the school’s 

first dinner auction was held 
in 1982. Joan Adler, hired as an 
administrative assistant in 1975, 
was named the school’s first 
Director of Development in 
1981—a position she continues 
to hold more than a quarter-
century later as the school 
celebrates its 75th anniversary.

The 1980s involved “a lot of 
direction-setting,” says Jim 
Phang, Board President from 
1981 to 1983. One direction was 
the continuing decreased em-
phasis on preschool. Following 
a study of several aspects of the 
curriculum, Anne Goodrich in 
1982 announced a restructured 
preschool program that would 
eliminate the all-day four-
year-old (“fours”) program and 
instead offer a half-day nursery 
unit for ages three and four, 
and a full-day kindergarten for 
ages five and six.

While the school was further 
shifting its emphasis from 
the younger children who 
were its earliest pupils, it was 
re-emphasizing its progressive 
roots. Jim says he knew little 
about the history of progres-
sive education until he and five 
other school leaders attended 
the first progressive education 
conference in 30 years, held at 
Miquon School in Pennsylvania. 
They returned with a renewed 
commitment to progressive 
education, including all the 
quirks and challenges it 
presented the school in terms 

of governance. For example, 
Green Acres was one of the few 
private schools that included 
staff members on the board of 
trustees, and consensus was 
stressed in decision-making, 
Jim and other former trustees 
say. While that structure can 
make things harder for a board, 
it has also helped create a 
tremendous sense of collegial-
ity among the staff, say former 
staff trustees. “You worked as a 
team,” says Susan (Hirtz) Grief, 
a former teacher, 
alumni parent and 
capital campaign 
chair. Teachers were 
part of the decision-
making process: 
One year someone 
said, “Let’s go to 
Epcot Center,” and 
the administra-
tion’s response was, 

“Okay, we can raise 
the money.”

And raise money 
they did. Eighth 
graders traveled 
to Florida to visit 
Epcot in the 1980s; 
on campus, the 
nearly completed 
Center was ready 
for the school’s 
50th anniversary 
celebration, which 
began Oct. 13, 1984. 
Maryland Attorney 
General Stephen 
H. Sachs, uncle of 
two Green Acres 
students, and 
Greenie Neubrg 
were featured 

speakers. The yearlong celebra-
tion included student-produced 
assemblies depicting Green 
Acres lore across the decades; a 
history of the school, written 
by Susan Post and Jill Wechsler 
Nelson; and an anniversary 
cookbook, Cooking with Green 
Acres, which featured recipes re-
lated to curriculum units, such 
as the Primary Unit’s “Roots,” 
the third- and fourth-grade 
Colonial study, and the fifth- 
and sixth-grade states banquet. 

The 11th edition of Going Places 
with Children in Washington, 
D.C. was published and was 
hailed by the New York Times. 
The celebration culminated in a 
two-day event held May 31 and 
June 1, 1985, attended by many 
alumni and former faculty, 
including Gail Powell Perry ’45 
and former Director Ruth Hoge.

Nineteen eighty-four also in-
cluded the start of a photogra-
phy program that 25 years later 
remains a jewel in the crown of 

the seventh and eighth grade 
experience. The darkroom 
was “nothing more than a 
large janitorial closet” with 
no circulation system, which 

“emanated the strong odors of 
Dektol and fixer,” teacher and 
professional photographer 
Victor Stekoll wrote in a June 
1994 school newsletter. In 
the quarter-century since the 
program’s founding, students 
have regularly won top honors 
in Montgomery County and 

regional photography contests. 
Many, perhaps even most, have 
furthered their studies in high 
school and beyond.

In other academic ventures, 

field trips remained impor-
tant. Nursery teacher Marge 
Dimond wrote in a March 
1983 school newsletter that 
nursery students made visits 
to the gymnasium construction 
project at Green Acres and took 
trips to a chick hatchery, a post 
office and store. Fifth and sixth 
graders had “TBA time,” which 
stood for “To Be Announced,” 
yielding surprises such as a 
1983 unit on nutrition.

One of the more memorable 
projects from the 1980s was a 
sixth grade archaeological unit 
based on the study of Sumer 
and the ancient world. A group 
of students made artifacts to 
bury behind the school—but 
kept them secret from younger 
groups, says Jill Katz, who 
taught sixth grade at Green 
Acres from 1980 to 2002. One 
group would dig up the preced-
ing group’s artifacts and, acting 
as archaeologists, try to discern 
what the culture was like and 
what the object was used for.

At the time, the school’s 
“backyard” was bigger and 
neighbors liked to walk their 
dogs on the property, Jill 
recalled in a recent interview. 
Neighbors notified police that 
there might be a cult secretly 
operating on the campus be-
cause they saw burned, strange 
objects and even some bones. 
Jill said, “The police notified 

the school, and we said, ‘We 
hate to tell you this, but we 
know…’ ” School officials then 
explained that there was no 
cult, just a sixth grade project.

Despite frightening the 
neighbors, in 1986 Green Acres 
was accredited by AIMS, the 
Association of Independent 
Maryland Schools, and was one 
of the first schools to partici-
pate in that arduous process. 
The school’s own self-study, 
itself a part of the accreditation, 
combined with the report by 
a team of independent school 
evaluators, helped Green Acres 
leaders identify the school’s 

school, recalls Alumni Director 
Sue Eckhart. Such workdays 
dropped off in later years, but 
that same spirit was recalled 
in the three-day “playground 
raising” held in 1995 in memory 
of Andrew David Leavens 

’02 (see sidebar). When the 
Middle School building was 
completed in 2006, more than 
100 parents, students and staff 
wielded spades, hoes and rakes 
when they planted trees and 
pachysandra, spread mulch and 

planted flowers during a day-
long “plant-in.”

Thanksgiving Lunch
Teacher Nelle Campbell began 
this all-school celebration 
in 1964, when hot lunch 
was served every day. Since 
that time all students have 
contributed each year to 
the celebration—making 
placemats, centerpieces or 
napkin rings, serving meals, 
or cleaning up. A school 

leader shares a cherished 
Thanksgiving memory at the 
beginning of the meal as Nelle 
did in 1964. For a Thanksgiving 
later in the 70s teachers wanted 
to cook an enormous hubbard 
squash from Nelle’s farm but 
couldn’t figure out how to cut 
it. Nelle’s creative solution was 
described in the December 
1995 newsletter. While her 
students had been estimating 
how many seeds would be 
counted when it was split 

open, Nelle climbed to the top 
of a stepladder and dropped 
it. The squash was then 
cooked, and everyone had a 
taste, says teacher Nan Shapiro. 
(See sidebar.) In 1974 the 
discontinuation of hot lunch 
at former cook Eva Groom’s 
direction led alumni parent 
Alva Harvey to spend three days 
cooking the meal. The 1995 
newsletter explains that in the 
years after Alva’s Herculean 
effort, it took a whole group 

of parent volunteers to bake 
turkeys and bring them in 
carved and ready to serve. The 
morning of the event, mothers 
and fathers would appear in the 
kitchen to make boxed stuffing 
mix, heat corn and gravy, slice 
pre-baked pies and help young 
students put apple sauce and 
cranberry relish in serving 
bowls. After the county Health 
Department nixed that system, 
the school began catering the 
lunch, at which faculty and 

students of all 
ages share tables. 
A final treat is the 
annual staff-vs.-
eighth grade 
soccer game 
(right, in 2008), in 
which the adults 
find themselves, 
remarkably, 
undefeated over 
the seven years 
the game has 
been played.
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Judy Karasik ’65
A Ride Together

Paul Karasik ’68
A Ride Together
City of Glass
Masters of American Comics

Greg Kaufmann ’82
TheNation.com

John Kessler ’75
Columnist, The Atlanta Journal 

Constitution 

Charles Lane ’75
Staff Writer, The Washington Post

David Lublin ’83
The Paradox of Representation
The Republican South: 

Democratization and Partisan 
Change

Charles A. Miller ’45
Homer’s Sun Still Shines
Jefferson and Nature

Ceridwen Morris ’82
It’s All Your Fault: How to Make it 

as a Hollywood Assistant
From the Hips 

Rachel Pastan ’79
This Side of Married
Lady of the Snakes

Gail Powell Perry ’41
Resources for Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice in 
Early Childhood Programs: 
Recommendations from the 
Profession

Elizabeth Phang ’94
Contributor, The Harvard 

Lampoon’s Guide to College 
Admissions

Short fiction, “The Glass Walkway”
 “Unhitched”
Winner—First Prize, Summer 

Literary Seminars

Sara Phang ’85
Roman Military Service

Anton Piatigorsky ’86
Playwright, The Kabbalistic 

Psychoanalysis of Adam R. 
Tzaddik

The Offering
Easy Lenny Lazmon and the Great 

Western Ascension
Winner—2005 Siminovitch Prize

Ellen Campbell Pskowski ’65
Short stories: Blueline, Spindrift, 

Bryant, Paper Street, Fourth River, 
Potomac Review, RE:AL, and The 
Massachusetts Review Literary 
Journals.

Heather Quarles ’83
A Door Near Here

Frank Rich ’60
The Theatre Art of Boris 

Aronson
Hot Seat: Theater Criticism for 

the New York Times
Ghost Light
The Greatest Story Ever Sold
Op-Ed columnist, The New York 

Times

Matt Rubinoff ’96
The College Access and 

Opportunity Guide

Benedict Semmes ’95
Reporter, Pittsburgh Business 

Times

Michael Welles Shapiro ’97
Reporter, TheIslandPacket.com

Leigh Silverman ’89
Playwright, Brandon Teena

Karen Lieberman Troccoli ’78
Like It is: A Teen Sex Guide

Diana Wagman ’66
Screenplay: Delivering Milo
Bump
Skin Deep
Spontaneous
Winner—USA PEN West Literary 

Award for Fiction

Miranda Weiss ’89
Point Possession: Navigating the 

Alaskan Life

Jennifer Gorham Ackerman ’72
The Curious Naturalist (editor)
Notes from the Shore
Chance in the House of Fate
Sex Sleep Eat Drink Dream: A Day 

in the Life of Your Body

Justin Adler ’86
Writer and co-executive producer:

“Futurama”
“Bob Patterson”
“Welcome to New York”
“Less Than Perfect”
“Sons and Daughters”
“Big Day”
“Samantha Who?”

Stephen Burt ’85
Randall Jarrell and His Age
Parallel Play
Shot Clocks: Poems for the WNBA
The Forms of Youth: 20th Century 

Poetry & Adolescence (Winner: 
Warren-Brooks Award)

Don Campbell ’71
“Air Force One”
“Quest for King Arthur”
“Schizophrenia”
“Firestorm”
“In Search of the U.S.S. Indianapolis”
“In Search of Liberty Bell 7”
“Russia: Land of the Tsars” (Emmy 

Award Winner)

Rachel Cohn ’82
Shrimp
The Steps
Two Steps Forward
Gingerbread
Pop Princess
Nick & Nora’s Infinite Playlist 
Cupcake
Naomi & Ely’s No Kiss List 
You Know Where to Find Me

Jonathan Engel ’78
Doctors and Reformers
The Epidemic: The History of AIDS

Arthur Goldschmidt ’42
A Concise History of the Middle 

East
Modern Egypt: The Formation of a 

Nation-State
Historical Dictionary of Egypt: 3rd 

Edition
Biographical Dictionary of 

Modern Egypt
Worlds of Difference
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ou L’esprit 

de solitude

Andrew Greer ’84
The Path of Minor Planets
The Confessions of Max Tivoli
The Story of a Marriage
Winner—New York Public Library 

Young Lions Award
Winner—California Book Award 

Gold Medal for Fiction

Amy B. Harris ’84
Writer/producer

“Sex and the City”
“The Comeback”
Just My Luck

“I probably became a writer 
as a result of the education I 
got at Green Acres. Although 
I only attended for two years, 
it was very intellectually 
stimulating, and students’ 
interests, however arcane, 
were encouraged to develop 
there. Those two years really 
provided the foundation for 
who I was to become and 
what sort of intellectual and 
personal interests I would 
pursue.”

—Rachel Cohn ’82,  
author of Nick and Nora’s  

Infinite Playlist and  
nine other teen novels

One memorable early Outdoor Education trip involved camping 
in a West Virginia cave—or, almost in a cave, says Dale Allen, the 
seventh grade teacher who founded the program. “It was so eerie, 
to be in an environment so removed from sound and light,” he 
remembers. The kids fell asleep in their sleeping bags in the cave 
at about 9:30 p.m., but awakened an hour later, asking, “Is it time 
to get up?” They couldn’t tell because they were so disoriented. 
The students went back to sleep, but an hour later, they were 
up again. The teachers couldn’t sleep either. Says Dale: “Around 
midnight, we gave up, went outside, and slept next to the cave.”

WRITE  
!AWAY!

A sampling of  
authors, journalists,  

playwrights, and  
scriptwriters whose  

talents were  
“incubated” at“  

Green Acres.

Building, the “GAS Station” 
playground, its name a double-
entendre, recalls the earlier days 
of the gas pump.

If the campus appeared 
shabby—some say it was 
green and attractive but an 
inadequate complement to the 
school’s program—it was mir-
rored by some of the adminis-
trative practices that the school 
sought to professionalize. Bob 
Weiss, who became the school’s 
Business Manager a few 
months before Arnie arrived, 
discovered that his predeces-
sor’s filing system involved 
shoving receipts into drawers; 

nothing was computerized.
Anne Goodrich’s last major 

decision as Director had been 
to discontinue the half-day 
nursery program for three-
year-olds, completing the 
evolution of Green Acres into 
an elementary school. The size 
of the pre-K and kindergarten 
programs was increased, creat-
ing the school as it exists today, 
with students in grades pre-K 
through 8.

In the area of personnel, 
instead of taking the title “Di-
rector,” Arnie took for himself 
the now-current title “Head of 
School,” and, revamping the 

administrative staff to model 
that of other independent 
schools, he appointed heads 
of Lower and Middle Schools, 
Ursula Ferro and Marie Powell. 
Arnie hired a parent, Jocelyn 
Schaffer, as his assistant, and 
created the positions of Alumni 
Director (1994) and Multicul-
tural Coordinator (1998).

Finally, the school still had 
no Admission Director. The 
Head of School read applica-
tions, and “a lot of things fell 
through the cracks,” Arnie says. 
He named Marge Dimond the 
school’s first Director of Admis-
sion in 1993. The job seemed 
a good fit with Marge’s long 
tenure at the school, and she 
remained in the post for more 
than a decade.

Meanwhile, a Strategic 
Planning Committee of 26 
parents, alumni, faculty, 
administrators and trustees 
created a vision for the next 10 
to 20 years, according to a June 
1994 newsletter. They identified 
four areas of greatest need: 

major renovation of the Main 
Building; additional classroom 
space, especially for the library; 
improved traffic flow and park-
ing; and additional funds for 
the scholarship endowment. 

To nobody’s surprise, all 
of the initiatives required 
significant expenditures.

In 1995 parent trustees 
Susan and Peter Grief agreed 
to lead a $1.2 million capital 
campaign that would fund the 
most comprehensive building 
project since the school was 
constructed on Danville Drive 
in 1955. (In a fitting coinci-
dence, the couple met at Green 
Acres when Director Anne 
Goodrich introduced teacher 
the former Susan Hirtz to her 
husband, who was renting a 
room in Anne’s home.)

The original construction 
plan included Phase I, which 
entailed building a new library, 
a new classroom complex for 
third and fourth grades, and 
a new driveway and parking 
plan. Phase II included new 

most pressing needs.
At the top of the “wish list” 

was additional space for the 
middle school—specifically, a 
new building for seventh and 
eighth grades and a music 
classroom. Acting quickly, 
the school constructed a 
single-storey, three-classroom 
building next to the Bathhouse 
in 1989. (Students voted to 
call the new structure the 

“Woods Building” because it was 
constructed in the woods.)

Meanwhile, Middle School 
students were offered their 
first formal after-school 
athletic program in 1988, with 
the school fielding two girls’ 
teams and two boys’ teams in 
both soccer and basketball.

The AIMS report also recom-
mended that the school find 
ways to “emphasize women and 
minorities in the curriculum.” 
A curriculum review committee 
was organized, which led to the 
creation of a Board Diversity 
Committee and a Faculty Diver-
sity Committee; those led to 

the creation of a position for 
a Multicultural Coordinator 
(later renamed the Diversity 
Coordinator) in 1998.

t 
h 
e1990s
T he 1990s was a decade 

of transformation. 
The campus went 

from what former Head of 
School Arnold “Arnie” Cohen 
describes as a shabby mess of 
moldy buildings to a fabulous 
state-of-the-art campus that 
wows visitors. But that exciting 
metamorphosis came at a price: 
As part of the agreement that 
allowed for improvements, 
enrollment was capped at 320 
by Montgomery County, and 
additional restrictions were 
placed on the ways the campus 
could be accessed and used.

When Anne Goodrich 
retired in 1993 after 15 years as 
Director and after a 35-year as-
sociation with Green Acres, she 

left a school that was financial-
ly sound, with a Faculty Salary 
Endowment Fund of more 
than $1 million and a growing 
Scholarship Endowment Fund.

But Anne was known to say 
that her greatest achievement 
was a focus on the curriculum. 
The school of 290 students had 
an energized, involved parent 
community, including a newly 
organized Board Committee 
Parents Association (the 
precursor to GASPA, the Green 
Acres School Parents Associa-
tion), and a long-range plan 
that looked forward to a new 
era of growth.

However, that financial 
stability was costly, says Arnie, 
who succeeded Anne in 1993.

“There was a lot of wisdom in 
making sure the school had an 
endowment and was financially 
in good shape,” Arnie said in 
a recent interview. “But the 
campus looked like it would 
implode into a swampy mess.”

The Bathhouse (which was 
converted each year from a 

pool house during camp to 
a classroom building during 
school) reeked of mold. Water 
leaked into classrooms in 
the Main Building, and some 
carpets were moldy. The newest 
buildings, the Woods Building 
and the Center, were “magnifi-
cent buildings but anomalies 
on campus,” Arnie says.

In front of the Main 
Building on the circle, beyond 
the rooms where the music 
and handbell rooms are today, 
stood a gas pump. (The school 
owned most of its buses at the 
time.) At one point before his 
arrival on campus, Arnie says 
a gas leak earned Green Acres 
a visit from the Environmental 
Protection Agency and the Fire 
Department. 

To top it off, the school 
was not saving any money by 
pumping its own gas; it was 
actually more expensive. Arnie 
remembers saying, ”You cannot 
have this here. These are health 
and safety issues.” Today, 
behind the Middle School 
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Children new to Green Acres are 
often struck by the magical “Castle 
Playground,” with its whimsical 

dragon, bridge, and maze. It’s no surprise that 
this, of all the school’s playgrounds, is especially 
appealing to children, 
for it was designed by 
Green Acres students, 
with the guidance of 
teachers and parents, 
as a memorial to one 
of their own. In little 
more than a year, the 

“Infinity Plus” project 
was conceived and 
designed by the 
school community, 
then built by the 
community over three 
days during a snowstorm.

Andrew David Leavens, 
6, was stricken with a rare 
virus while on vacation 
on Martha’s Vineyard and 
died in August 1994, a 
few weeks before he was 
to return to first grade at 
Green Acres. Judy Shniderman, whose son was 

“Andrew S.” in Andrew L.’s kindergarten class, 
says Andrew’s parents, Judy David and Douglas 
Leavens, were determined to turn the tragic 
loss of their only child into a healing event 
for Andrew’s classmates. (Judy and Doug later 
adopted a son.)

Through the Development Office, the 
couple established a fund to build and sustain 
a playground, and formed a committee of 
staff and parents to solicit input from students 
and other staff. Children drew pictures of their 
dream playgrounds, featuring mazes, monkey 
swings, castles, a haunted house, and climbing 
ropes. The Development Office connected Judy 
and Doug with parent Donna Perlmutter, who 
worked in the playground business. Donna 
made a model based on the community’s ideas 
and took it to classrooms with Judy. Students 
were thrilled, and suggested adding mirrors, 
chalk boards, mailboxes, banners—and tunnels 
in the maze. That summer, Donna traveled to 
New Hampshire to meet with an architect who 
specialized in community-built playgrounds.

On a snowy weekend in December 1995, the 
school held a three-day “playground raising.” 

GASPA, the one-year-old parents association co-
chaired by Judy Shniderman, organized 1,700 
hours of volunteer labor from parents, staff, and 
friends of Andrew’s family. Work stations were 
set up around the campus, and the Big Room 

offered respite from the cold with trays of 
food and buckets of hot chocolate, says Judy 
Shniderman, now an assistant in the school’s 

admission and camp offices.
“We had kids hammering 

and sawing along with their 
parents,” Judy says. “We were 
worried because of the snow, 
but everyone showed up. It 
was remarkable. Everyone 
was smiling; I hardly ever saw 
tears. It was a lot of fun, and 
reminded people of the ‘old days’ of Green Acres.”

Adds Development Director Joan Adler: 
“The playground gave us the satisfaction of 
being able to do something constructive with 
our shared grief—a magical playground in 
Andrew’s memory.” 

Judy David, an early childhood teacher, 
joined the Green Acres Board of Trustees in 
1996, and attended the graduation of Andrew’s 
class in 2002. Andrew’s classmates are now in 
college, but Judy Shniderman says one to two 
dozen mothers from the class still get together 
regularly and remain close. Meanwhile, hun-
dreds of student imaginations continue to soar 
on the “Infinity Plus” playground—so named 
because even at a young age Andrew was fasci-
nated with the concept of infinity.

‘‘Infinity Plus’’
r o ot s  o f  t h e  “c a s t l e  p l ayg r o u n d ”

“Green Acres’ most impressive asset is its protective and beautiful environ­
ment. When you walk up to the Woods Building on a warm April morning 
and you peek through the beautiful trees and see the sun rising towards the 
middle of the sky, you realize how beautiful the world really is. When I come 
in from D.C. and drive down the driveway, I feel safe; I don’t have to worry 
about someone trying to rob me. I do not have to be alert or worry about 
who is around me. I know I’m going to be safe when I enter the school.” 

—excerpt from graduation speech by Abdullah Wright ’96.  
On his first day at school in September 1985, Abdullah kicked, screamed  

and cried because he didn’t want to board the bus to school. He went  
on to lead the varsity basketball team to Green Acres’ best season to that  

point in the school’s history, with the help of P.E. teacher Larry Jodrie.

Among the unusual democratic aspects of the Green Acres 
School corporation: Three staff members serve on the 
Board of Trustees. At the sixtieth anniversary celebration 
in 1994: Nelle Campbell (teacher), Else Froberg (teacher), 
Helen Alford (trustee), Zona Hostetler (trustee), and Betty 
Brooks (teacher). Teacher Ginny Spevak is at back.

t 
h 
e2000s
A  new century. A 

revitalized campus. 
It was time once 

again for Green Acres to 
consider its future, as the 
school hired a new Head and 
embarked upon the Strategic 
Plan of 2000. 

A committee of trustees, 
parents, and staff conducted 
a national search for Arnie 
Cohen’s replacement, only to 
find the school’s new Head in 
a neighboring backyard.

Louis Silvano had taught 
in Virginia, and was serving 
as Middle Schoool Head of 
Langley School in Langley, 
Va. A Liverpool native with a 
calm demeanor and a home-
town Beatles fascination, 
Louis moved Green Acres to 
consider its direction through 
the new strategic plan.

In true Green Acres fash-
ion, more than 75 stakehold-
ers were involved in develop-
ing the next set of strategic 
goals, giving their new head 
a road map to which he could 
refer, says Louis. That path 
included the intention to 
complete the Facilities Master 
Plan for the campus, clarify 
the school’s image, and “map” 
the curriculum.

Louis spent his first year 
immersed in the school’s 
future and its past, on the 
one hand learning about its 
most immediate issues, and 
on the other meeting two re-
vered former directors, Anne 
Goodrich and Ruth Hoge.

“I experienced a tremen-
dous sense of history and 
the stability the school had 
experienced under Anne’s 
leadership,” Louis said in a 
recent interview. At 103, Ruth 
remained committed to the 
experiential approach to 
learning; Louis says he found 
her wise and inspirational.

Development Director 
Joan Adler, who accompanied 
Louis, recalls: “When we went 
to visit [Ruth] in Boston, we 
were worried she would be 
frail. Turns out she had an 

classrooms for first and second 
grades, renovations to bring 
the Main Building into compli-
ance with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act and new fire 
codes, and other improvements. 
At least 35 gatherings were held 
with faculty, staff, and parents 
to seek community input.

But all was not smooth. Since 
the 1950s, when Danville Drive 
was an unpaved farmland road 
with a few scattered houses, a 
suburban neighborhood had 
grown up around the school. 
Civic groups across the county 
began to balk at “special excep-
tions” to zoning laws granted 
for schools, and the Luxmanor 
neighborhood was no different.

As was typical for schools 
like Green Acres, the carpool 
line on Danville Drive took 
20 minutes or more to clear 
and often blocked access to 
neighbors’ houses beyond the 
school. Some neighbors were 
concerned about the size of 
the school and literally stood 
and counted cars and kids. One 
couple opposed to any changes 
on campus “stirred up” the 
neighbors near the school’s 
driveway, Arnie says.

Neighbors suggested that 
the school talk about arranging 
campus access with the busi-
nesses now located where the 
woods once sprawled, “but that 
would have been bizarre,” Arnie 
says. “The school preceded the 
neighborhood!

“It was a horrible three 
years of negotiation,” he adds, 
estimating that the protracted 
wrangling cost the school 
$250,000 to $500,000 in legal 
fees.

To gain the neighborhood’s 
assent, the school in 1997 
agreed to several concessions: 
It agreed to the enrollment cap 
of 320, limited events on the 
campus to functions involving 
the school community, and 
required every student to ride 
the bus in the afternoon or to 
be carpool of at least two stu-
dents. That last change, Arnie 
says, was “not well-received.” 
The agreement to stop uses not 
related to the school mission 
was acceptable to Arnie, but 
in recent years school leaders 
have chafed at the rules, as 
the school has sought ways to 
generate additional income.

Once construction was 
approved, however, Green  
Acres made use of a recent 
law allowing schools to 
finance construction by 
offering tax-free bonds. Parent 
trustee Richard Perlmutter, 
a real estate developer with 
experience in loan financing, 
encouraged the school to take 
advantage of the new law, and 
in 1998 Green Acres became 
the first independent school 
in Maryland to benefit from 
the extension of the Maryland 
Health and Higher Educational 
Facilities Authority. The lower 
cost of debt allowed the school 
to build the Phase I and Phase 
II projects concurrently—
the first and second grade 
and third and fourth grade 
buildings, the library, the new 
driveway configuration, and 
the Early Childhood and Busi-
ness Office renovations. That 
left only the goals of a middle 
school building, a new pool, 
and an expansion of the Center 
for a later date.

Meanwhile, there 
was a renewed 
commitment to 
diversity, which had 
long been a prior-
ity for the school. 
When Arnie arrived 
at Green Acres in 
1993, only five per-
cent of professional 
staff members were 
people of color, 
while 16 percent 
of the students 
were from under-

represented populations. Arnie 
worked to recruit faculty and 
staff of color, and at the end 
of the decade, 14 percent of 
the staff and 21 percent of the 
students were from groups 
representing diversity.

Because of his vision, Arnie 
and six other local school heads 
were honored with the first-ev-
er Black Student Fund Award in 
1999, celebrating school leaders 
who “demonstrate leadership 
in moving their schools toward 
a more equitable environment 
for all.”

Another strong proponent 
of diversity was Ursula Ferro, 
the school’s assistant director 
and lower school head from 
the late 1970s through 1994. 
Ursula was a leading force 
behind the Board and Faculty 
Diversity Committees, and 

was among those involved 
in an anti-bias review of the 
curriculum in which materials 
from brochures to textbooks 
were revised or weeded out. 
For example, in the Primary 
Unit, a unit on “Castles, Kings 
and Queens” became a unit on 

“Shelters,” in which students 
to this day explore human and 
animal habitats from around 
the world.

By the start of the 1999–
2000 school year, the campus 
had been transformed and so 
had the curriculum. The school 
now boasted new buildings for 
first and second grades and 
for third and fourth grades, 
newly designed playground 
areas, renovated spaces for the 
Early Childhood Unit and Busi-
ness Office, ADA-compliant 
facilities, and a new system of 
driveways.

Arnie Cohen arrived at 
Green Acres committed to cam-
pus renovation, reinvigoration 
of the school’s dedication to di-
versity, staff development, and 
fresh views of the curriculum 
during an era of rapid cultural 
change. Having achieved what 
he had prepared for, Arnie 
looked for new opportunities, 
resigning at the end of the 
1999–2000 school year. Green 
Acres, meanwhile, prepared to 
enter the 21st century.

Parents, staff, and 
students worked 
through a snowy 
December weekend 
in 1995 to complete 
construction of the 

“Castle” playground in 
memory of Andrew 
David Leavens ’02.
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Above, pictures of the 2009 Olympics. Top: Members of the Class of 2010 
take a moment from their rigorous preparations. Center left: Fifth-graders 
were recently appointed Olympic staffers. Center: Lower School students 
support teams of their choosing. Center right: A successful water balloon 
toss. Bottom: Two Argonians look to intimidate a Megarian competitor.

“When I was young, I would get upset that my artwork 
wasn’t ‘good enough.’ Never once did I hear a teacher at 
Green Acres agree with me. Our art teachers made us 
understand that mess-ups can actually make something 
magnificent, which is true in all parts of life, not just art.”

—Jeffrey Kopp ’09

The Green Acres Olympics
a  fav o r i t e  t r ad  i t i o n  dat  e s  ba  c k  f o u r  d e c ad  e s ,  a n d  s t i l l  l e av e s  t h e m  s h o u t i n g

appointment at the hairdresser. 
She came tearing around the 
corner to greet us faster than 
any walker was meant to travel. 
Her energy was incredible. She 
was sharp as a tack.”

Many of Ruth’s philosophies 
apply at Green Acres today. 
According to notes from an 
interview, she looked for 
flexibility and innovation when 
she hired teachers. She thought 
teachers needed to “use their 
environment,” to “help these 
children figure out how to 
learn” and “love to teach.” She 
described teachers as facilita-
tors, and said teaching was like 
putting ingredients in a pot 
and stirring it up—it was so 
exciting to see what you got! 
Her greatest pleasure was to 
see children develop over time.

Ruth was also proud that 
Harvard had asked to study 
her brain when she died, along 
with that of her centurion 
sister, says Joan Adler, who 
first met Ruth when planning 
the school’s 50th anniver-
sary celebration in 1984. Louis’ 
meetings with Ruth and Anne 
were fortuitous, as both 
women died within the year.

In 2001 the President, George W. 
Bush, signed into law the No 
Child Left Behind Act, which 
required strict testing of math 
and reading in public schools. 
For some, NCLB reflected a 
pendulum swinging back to a 
more traditional, rigid vision of 
education, and critics charged 
that it forced public schools to 

minimize not just music, art, 
and physical education but also 
subjects such as science and 
social studies for which tests 
were not required.

Independent schools were 
generally exempt from the 
NCLB testing requirements, 
and many parents found 
private education an appeal-
ing alternative. But in the 
test-heavy atmosphere, some 
parents questioned how they 
could know that progressive 
education was achieving its 
goals without some standard-
ized measure.

Green Acres students in 
grades 6, 7, and 8 continued to 
take standardized tests, but 
the school has resisted similar 
assessments for younger 
students. Meanwhile, school 
officials pointed to successful 
graduates, who were almost 
always offered admission at 
selective high schools and 
colleges, and who frequently 
assumed leadership roles.

Meanwhile, the school 
continued to pursue strategic 
direction outside the cur-
riculum as well. In 2003–2004, 
a committee of parents and 
administrators worked with a 
marketing consultant to hone 
the school’s identity, define 
its image, and more clearly 
identify Green Acres as a model 
progressive school.

But the completion of 
the campus master plan was 
perhaps the biggest focus of 
the first half of the decade. An 
11-year window for the special 

exception had the clock ticking, 
and in July 2002 plans for 
the remaining projects were 
submitted to the county—this 
time with efforts to share the 
plans with the neighborhood in 
advance, according to a school 
history by Susan Eckhart. The 
final phase of the Facilities 
Master Plan called for comple-
tion of four projects: a new 
Middle School Building for 
grades 5 to 7, with a pho-
tography lab; Main Building 
renovations that would include 
new science rooms, two music 
rooms, a certified kitchen and 
reconfigured office space; ad-
ditions to the Center for an art 
classroom, ceramics studio, and 
art gallery; a creative move-
ment studio; athletic coaches’ 
offices and locker rooms; and a 
new swimming pool.

Approval was granted within 
a month, with the assent of the 
Luxmanor Citizens Association. 
A $3 million capital campaign 
was launched, and campus 
construction once again served 
as an inspiration for student 
artists, mathematicians, and 
scientists.

The old pool and Bathhouse 
were razed to make room for 
the new Middle School building, 
and the new pool behind the 
Center opened in June 2005, in 
time for camp. The Center ad-
dition opened that September, 
and the Middle School building 
followed in November. A May 
2006 dedication celebration 

marked the completion of the 
school’s Facilities Master Plan.

The school’s campus is 
unique in that “it has grown 
to reflect and complement the 
program,” Louis Silvano says. 
Architect Jim Ritter worked 
with teachers and administra-
tors to design the “One-Two” 
and “Three-Four” buildings 
and later the Middle School 
Building.

“He really listened,” says 
Louis. In fact, Jim thought the 

“sawtooth” (i.e., zigzag) learning 
walls encouraged small-group 
collaboration. Similarly, he 
conceived the Middle School’s 
octagonal shapes after he spent 
time observing the school day. 
Louis remembers Jim’s saying, 

“You don’t want straight-
line corridors; that’s too 
institutional. You want nooks 
and crannies.” Continuing a 
tradition that dates back to the 
original award-winning Main 
Building, almost all Green 
Acres classrooms continue to 
open directly to the outdoors.

Meanwhile, in the Main 
Building renovation, Jim 
designed one new classroom 
dedicated to the handbells 
program that was now a strong 
part of the curriculum. In the 
late 1990s, Green Acres teacher 
Pearl Marshall started the pro-
gram at camp and then offered 
it as an after-school activity. 
Louis Silvano, an accomplished 
pianist who had performed 
with the Washington Revels, 

Green Acres students today continue to engage in learning activities 
that would make the school’s founders proud. Left: sixth graders work to 

“mummify” a chicken in conjunction with their Egyptian study. Center: an 
eighth grader holds on for dear life to the hovercraft students built from 
scratch in science class. Right: an eighth grade class holds up a multi-ton 
boulder on the annual class trip to climb nearby Old Rag Mountain.

Ask Green Acres middle school stu-
dents (and some lower schoolers as 
well) about their favorite event of 

the year, and you’ll probably hear about the 
Olympics. The Head of School dresses in a 
toga and laurel wreath. Students spray their 
hair green or purple. Others dress in blue 
from head to toe or wave red banners. The 
whole school—students, teachers, staff, and 
some parents—cheer as the torch is lit in 
the Gully, the school’s outdoor amphitheater. 
Those scenes have greeted the end of the 
school year for four decades, as Green Acres 
celebrates its annual Olympics.

The first Olympics were held in 1966, a 
joint endeavor with sixth graders at George-
town Day School who had also focused on 
Greek culture and its foundations in social 
studies. Green Acres teacher E. Grayson Mat-
tingly and a 
GDS teacher 
created the 

“First Greek 
Olympic 
Games Fes-
tival” as the 
culmination 
of their study. 
The three-
day event, 
held at Green Acres, opened with a torch 
run and opening ceremony, closed with a 
banquet, and included a host of events such 
as a tug-of-war, a play in the amphitheater, 
shot-put, discus, javelin, quoits, wrestling 
and more. John Nicoloupoulos, press atta-
ché from the Greek Embassy, “lit the mazier 
from the torch carried by the last runner,” 
and the flame burned for the duration of the 
games. The first Olympics are commemo-
rated by a flyer and program from the event. 

Today, sixth, seventh, and eighth graders 
compete in the Olympics during the final 1½ 
days of school. Lighting the torch and read-
ing the oaths remain important parts of the 
opening ceremony. For weeks in advance, 
lower school students make banners and 
debate which teams will win their loyalty, 
often because of siblings, older students 
they might know from the bus, or siblings 
of friends in the after-school Extended Day Program. 
Students cheer on the Athenians (blue), Argonians (red), 
Megarians (purple) or Spartans (green), and applaud for all 
teams in the closing ceremony. Go Green Acres!
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“I urge you to hang on to your curiosity, 
your thirst for understanding, and your 
willingness to broaden your thinking. 
Perhaps the fortune in a fortune cookie 
that I received last year made this point 
the best: It read ‘Education is designed 
not to fill one’s mind, but rather to open 
it.’ Albert Einstein, who certainly could 
have rested on his laurels, asserted 
that ‘The important thing is not to stop 
questioning.’ ”

—Neal Brown, Head of School, in his first  
graduation address, June 2009

Full circle: New head of school Neal Brown found time 
to catch up with Gail Powell Perry ’41, daughter of 
Alice Mendham Powell, in his first year.

students learning the vital 
skill of cooperation, yet 
another foundation block 
of progressive school-
ing. Ursula saw evidence 
of children’s success on the 
playground when she wit-
nessed a group reenactment of “The 
Three Little Pigs” in the red house.

“The children assess their numbers 
and make a decision,” Ursula wrote. 
She observed students saying, “We 
can have five pigs and three wolves! 
Then everyone can play!”

Meanwhile, the school’s leaders 
were among the progressive educa-
tors from across the country who 
met again in 1987 in Massachusetts. 
Director Anne Goodrich attended a 
follow-up conference in New York the 
next year and volunteered to pursue 
the establishment of a formal orga-
nization of progressive schools. That 
process has been slow-going at times. 

“Anne clearly was a visionary in terms 
of being true to her roots in progres-
sive education,” says long-time teacher 
Terry Strand, who is now a leader in re-
viving the Progressive Education Net-
work (PEN), a national group. For four 
years, Green Acres has sponsored or 
co-sponsored workshops, and Green 
Acres faculty have attended several 
progressive education conferences, 
including the national PEN conference 
in San Francisco in October 2007.

Progressive education and an 
understanding of child development 
are deeply ingrained in the day-to-day 
workings of the school, says former 
Head of School Louis Silvano. “Not ev-
ery school has the same in-depth level 
of expertise when it comes to under-
standing how kids learn. Understand-
ing how children learn at any given 
stage can only enhance your effective-
ness as a teacher. It’s one of the great 
strengths of the Green Acres faculty.”

Focus on character, service, and 
diversity are also hallmarks of the 
progressive tradition. Notes Head 
of School Neal Brown: “Even in the 
current climate of testing as the only 
or dominant way to measure student 
success, most of today’s educators 
and educational experts agree that 
schools should play an important role 

in developing citizens 
who can celebrate dif-
ferences, navigate our 
increasingly interna-
tional culture, and take 

initiative to serve others 
with compassion and 
commitment. Schools 

like Green Acres are out in front 
on these endeavors because we have 
always been doing this.” 

In its 75th anniversary year, Green 
Acres will sponsor the 2009 Progres-
sive Education Network National Con-
ference, including keynote speakers 
Marian Wright Edelman and Jonathan 
Kozol. The academic year will also 
include a speaker series with talks en-
titled, “Heads of Progressive Schools 
Speak,” “What Brain Research Tells Us 
About Child Development,” and “How 
Research Informs the Teaching of Vari-
ous Disciplines.”

Neal Brown describes progressive 
education at Green Acres in the 21st 
century as “authentic education.” He 
cites his mentor, Ted Sizer, the former 
dean of Harvard University’s Gradu-
ate School of Education, who argues 
that it is “people’s habits that we most 
value and respect” and that schools 
must therefore “nurture good habits.”

Thus, schooling is less about iso-
lated skills and more about “pushing 
out into the world young citizens who 
are soaked in habits of thoughtfulness 
and reflectiveness, joy and commit-
ment,” Neal writes. While schools are 
responsible for teaching students 
reading, writing, math, science, and 
art, “what makes people successful 
has perhaps more to do with their 
openness to new ideas—their curios-
ity and thirst for understanding—than 
with the specific knowledge that they 
carry.”� —Lisa Nevans Locke

was a fan who attended many 
of the school’s musical and 
dramatic performances. Under 
Louis’ leadership, teachers 
expanded the school’s instru-
mental music program—which 
had long included recorders 
and Orff instruments—to 
include handbells for first 
through eighth grades in 2000 
and guitar for sixth through 
eighth grades in 2004.

Middle School students 
involved in the popular after-
school sports program enjoyed 
the new locker rooms adjoining 
the gym. About 90 percent of 
Middle School students par-
ticipate in at least one season 
of after-school sports, which 
stress skills, fun, sportsman-
ship and an “everybody plays” 
mentality fostered by “the P.E. 
guys,” Derek Edwards, Larry 
Jodrie, and Matt Marchildon. 
The trio, all of whom have 
taught at the school for more 
than a decade, hold a special 
place in students’ hearts, as 
they work with all students 
from pre-K through grade 8.

With the campus complete, 

Louis Silvano resigned effective 
June 2008, and the Board 
appointed Neal M. Brown, a 
lifelong Bostonian with a his-
tory in the modern progressive 
education movement, as the 
current Head of School.

Soon after Neal’s arrival, the 
country was plunged into what 
many describe as the worst 
economic crisis since the Great 
Depression—not a propitious 
circumstance for independent 
schools. Across the region, 
application numbers at inde-
pendent schools have fallen 
and students are withdrawing 
because families can no longer 
afford the high tuitions.

However, Green Acres enters 
its 75th year with an enroll-
ment of about 300, a strong, 
committed parent community, 
and talented and dedicated 
faculty. Tenets of the Green 
Acres philosophy continue to 
inform the school; Neal and 
the administration boast that 
the program remains intact, 
the budget balances, and no 
personnel have been laid off 

despite the troubling economic 
picture.

Further, at a time when 
the nation is concerned with 
childhood health, Green Acres 
students are outdoors every 
day. Every student has at 
least one 30-minute break for 
outdoor play each day, and 
P.E. class three or four times a 
week. Younger students have 
additional recess and “creative 
movement.” But that’s just a 
start. The outdoors is consid-
ered a rich classroom; with easy 
access, students can be found 
outside trying out the catapults 
they built in science class, 
constructing birdhouses for 
the “Shelters” unit, or writing 
poetry.

At a time when many 
schools have cut back on the 
arts, sciences and social studies, 
Green Acres students enjoy 
art, music, photography, and 
ceramics, in addition to choral 
music, handbells, and instru-
ments from around the world. 
The hands-on science program 
takes students on walks to 
measure the pH balance of 
the creek that runs along the 
school’s western edge, through 
the woods to learn to identify 
the flora and fauna, and into 
science labs where even the 
youngest students regularly 
design their own experiments.

Animals still play an im-
portant role, especially in the 
science rooms; in 2007, Lower 
School students were inspired 
to build a “Turtle Ranch” 
outside their science class-
room. Third graders still make 
lanterns and square dance at 
their Colonial overnight trip, 
and sixth graders write hiero-
glyphics during their study of 
ancient Egypt.

At a time when schools 
have reduced time outside 
the classroom, field trips and 
outdoor education remain 
important touchstones at 
Green Acres. Green Acres 
students and their teachers 
can be found anywhere from 
the East Wing of the National 
Gallery of Art, where fourth 
graders go to study geometric 
shapes, to London Town, in 
Edgewater, Md., where sixth 

graders participate 
in an archaeologi-
cal dig, to Gambrill 
State Park, where 
fifth graders spend 
a “regular” class 
day studying math, 
Spanish, poetry 
and other subjects 
outdoors. The 
seventh grade trip 
to Chincoteague 
and eighth grade 
trip to New York 
are highlights of 
those years.

And, as a culminating experi-
ence, Graduation remains a 
unique Green Acres event: Each 
eighth grader is asked to share 
a passion—something that rep-
resents part—of what he or she 
has become as students reach 
another of life’s milestones. 
Students give speeches, write 
and perform skits and songs, 
make videos and photography 
presentations, dance, juggle, 
and otherwise demonstrate 
their unique talents and 
interests.

At his first graduation 
ceremony, Neal described the 
performances as “authentic ex-
pressions of meaning produced 
by our graduates rather than 
finely polished performances 
designed or directed by adults.”

Seventy-five years after Alice 
Mendham Powell started her 
small school with a big vision, 
Green Acres remains com-
mitted to the same founding 
values and beliefs: That 
education is not 
about filling an 
empty vessel 
full of facts, but 
about the quest 
for lifelong 
learning. That 
even the young-
est students 
have a voice and 
something to 
offer, and that 
they should be 
respected. That 
learning should 
connect to the 
real world, and 
that school 
should be a 

community in which parents 
and teachers together guide 
students to become responsible 
adults who collaborate and 
think creatively. That students 
will learn through doing—not 
through simply listening to an 
all-knowing teacher.

Neal underscored those 
values in sending off his first 
Green Acres graduating class 
in 2009, when he said: “Your 
teachers have given you the 
reading, writing, mathematical, 
scientific, artistic, and athletic 
tools that you need, but make 
no mistake—you have devel-
oped the habits of conviction, 
cooperation, open-mindedness, 
perseverance, service, empathy, 
and so much more. Take these 
habits with you, as well as 
the joy that comes from true 
accomplishment and lifelong 
learning.”

Thus do Green Acres stu-
dents continue to learn, and to 
carry their learning with them 
into the world.

Among the constants in any progressive school, one might find: Opportunities for collaboration 
and reflection among students; a deep commitment to the value of the arts; rigorous academic 
problem-solving; dedication to taking advantage of outdoor resources throughout the year and 
across the curriculum; and respect for each student, no matter the age, and his or her work.

why 
pro 
gres 
sive?
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Progressive education, the core 
philosophy of Green Acres, is 
a term that school leaders, at 

Green Acres and elsewhere, have both 
embraced and struggled to define 
over the past century and more.

Green Acres founder Alice Mend-
ham Powell worked hard to educate 
the public about progressive educa-
tion. In 1937, she helped found the 
Washington branch of the Progres-
sive Education Association, which 
frequently met at Green Acres. In 
1938, the school held an exhibit that 
showcased the work of students at 12 
progressive schools from New York to 
New Mexico. It featured an operetta 
score and libretto, carded wool, and a 
five-foot-square medieval city, all the 
work of children from these schools. 

In a 1941 interview with the 
Washington Post, Alice explained that 
training citizens begins in preschool. 

Her students learned 
firsthand about commu-
nity life and democracy 
by visiting farms, stores, 
firehouses and police sta-
tions. If a child is shown 
how important it is to 
have garbage removed 

from a home and takes 
part in it himself, “he has a 

respect for the garbage man 
as an individual performing a 

service to the community, rather 
than as a menial,” Alice told the 

Post.
The term “progressive” became 

unfashionable in the 1950s; Green 
Acres eschewed the label while con-
tinuing to offer an arts-rich, hands-
on program. A brochure from the 
time says: “[Green Acres’] founders 
believed that education should not 
be identified with either of the two 
points of view then prevalent: on the 
one hand, ‘progressive’ methods that 
often made the child the victim rather 
than the beneficiary of experiments, 
and on the other hand, traditionalism, 
unmodified by the scientific advances 
of the 20th century.… Green Acres 
has charted a course between these 
two extremes. The school is still fusing 
the best of the new methods with the 
most valuable of the old traditions.”

Traditional and progressive educa-
tion are not mutually exclusive, Green 
Acres Director Gabriel H. L. Jacobs 
wrote to the Washington Post in 1962: 

“It is perfectly possible to have good 
discipline and order and yet have a 
relaxed and friendly atmosphere in 
which children perform 
best. To keep alive the 
bright enthusiasm of the 
first grader just starting 
his first week of school 
should be the goal of 
any school regardless of 
method, for the children 
who want to learn, learn 
best.”

Regardless of the label, 
Green Acres continued 
to practice an active 
approach to learning. In 
a typical week in 1964, 
sixth grade students in 
Sally Nash’s class wrote 

and performed skits on the origins 
of religion, government, and family 
groups. A skit on the probable begin-
nings of human language had two 
girls crawling on the floor growling 
at each other, according to a school 
newsletter. Sally told observers that 
preparing the skits was a good way to 
learn facts and understand ideas, and 
that dance and pantomime taught 
students how to structure dramatic 
episodes. Her students created hiero-
glyphics when they studied Egypt, 
performed a classical drama when 
they studied Greece, and wrote a po-
litical satire when they studied Rome.

During their study of the Elizabe-
than era in the 1970s and ’80s, eighth 
graders performed Shakespeare, ate 
food of the period, dressed in elabo-
rate costumes, and played the music 
and sang songs of the time.

In 1983, six Green Acres representa-
tives attended a progressive educa-
tion conference in Pennsylvania, the 
first such gathering in 30 years. Jim 
Phang, then president of the Green 
Acres board, says the conference 
energized Green Acres leaders and re-
established commitment to progres-
sive education. He saw some of the 
ways in which Green Acres’ dedication 
to progressive education played out 
daily, such as its governance.

“Very few schools include staff 
members on their boards,” Jim says. I 
thought that had a lot to do with why 
Green Acres was the way it was.” 

In a 1994 newsletter Lower School 
Head Ursula Ferro described pre-K 

why 
pro 

gres 
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“Why progressive?”
Green Acres has 

always seemed 
sure of the answers. 

But the world 
doesn’t always 
want to ask 
the question.

Strangely, many adults still seem to be skeptical when school 
seems to be “fun”—surprising, perhaps, given the overwhelm-
ing evidence that people, adults as well as children, learn best 
when they are engaged in their work.
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