
What Does It Mean to Be a Quaker School Today, in General and at CFS? 
 
At the PSA Meeting on November 12, 2008, the School Life Committee sponsored a panel of 
teachers and students from Early through Upper School to focus on this question. 

Like other Friends Schools, CFS is part of the Friends Council on Education (FCE), whose 
position statement notes that for more than 300 years, Friends Schools have been recognized for 
fine academics as well as whole-child approach to moral and intellectual development. Students 
are encouraged by word and example to respect others and include them in a cooperative 
search for knowledge. FCE affirms that the core purpose of Friends Schools is to create 
deliberate learning communities based on Quaker values of peace, justice, stewardship, and 
integrity.  

Charlie Layman, Lower School teacher and staff clerk, 
described the work of the School Life Committee, which 
is unique in that it consists of board members, staff, 
parents, and students. The committee provides a forum 
to examine how Quaker values are practiced at CFS, 
with a long-standing commitment to be present where 
we are at this particular time in the life of the School. 
Having students involved is crucial, since they share 
what’s important to them. The Afghan Sister Schools 
Project works under the umbrella of School Life Committee. In an effort to hold up the spiritual 
life of the School, the committee offers a monthly meeting for worship, in the Green Room, 
before the start of school. All are welcome! 

Turning to Quaker education, Charlie noted that there are 81 Quaker schools in the U.S., and 
many in other countries, including Australia and Costa Rica. We’re all different, each charged to 
find our truth, as a Quaker school. Yet FCE has identified two core beliefs common to all:  

• each human being has a divine spark through which greater spiritual wisdom can be 
experientially accessed 

• truth-seeking is a process of continuing revelation from multiple perspectives within a 
gathered community. 

In emphasizing the importance of speaking to the condition of others, Quakerism asks us also to 
include love (Nancy Starmer, 2004). This emphasises the importance to speaking to the value of 
others. 

Ultimately each school must decide on its own how it can best incorporate Quaker practices. At 
CFS, we use our philosophy to help frame advices and queries through which we can examine 
school life. In our statement of mission and philosophy, we affirm six tenets: 

• Truth continually revealed 
• Seeking peace within ourselves and others 
• Accepting and respecting each individual’s uniqueness 
• Spirituality of life 
• Value of simplicity 
• Power of silence 



Tonight’s presentation focused on four ways that the CFS philosophy informs our educational 
practices: 

• Collaboration 
• Inquiry 
• Reflection 
• Service 

Collaboration: Early School teachers Barbara Conger and Dawn Carney-Meriwether spoke 
about how collaboration is practiced at our three Early Schools. Students have opportunities to 
learn about other people’s experiences and perspectives. Early School students are egocentric, 
so along with socialization, collaboration is important to emphasize at this level. While 
considering and respecting the opinions of others, they are encouraged to share what they value 
and find true. Barbara and Dawn showed photos of kids collaborating and talked how they 
guide them  from the perspective that “it’s all mine” to co-creating an experience of “this is 
ours.” Collaboration allows a new truth to be revealed. They also spoke about how a Campus 
Early School project on trash measurement inspired other Early Schools, as well as Middle and 
Upper School, about trash on campus. Speak truth to power! Older units responded to this 
initiative. We have the gift of being able to share across units. Another opportunity for 
collaboration is the commitment of all three Early Schools to children being outdoors in nature. 
Citing Richard Louv’s Last Child in the Woods, the teachers advocate for the value of cooperative 
play outdoors, and how this connects to spirit. We offer more time outdoors than most schools. 
This is precious. 

Inquiry. Lower School Head Teacher Lisa Carboni and Charlie Layman spoke about how 
inquiry is practiced in Lower School. Students have opportounities to ask reflective and 
elaborative question. They realize that the responsibility for the answer doesn’t rest with 
someone else: they are the inquirers. In Lower School, this year’s theme is Way to Grow. In 
Mountain Class, students have documented what they know and what they wanted to learn. 
This inquiry process informed the next steps for information gathering, experimentation, and 
new learning to take place. Letting students ask questions opens up wide avenues and scope for 
investigation. Lisa supervises Education students at Duke University and invites them to come 
to CFS to see education in action, with kids as the truth-seekers, asking questions, designing 
ways to test those questions, and then seeing the results. She emphasized that, rather than 
teacher-directed hands-on science, our hands-on science is minds-on science. Students design the 
projects. So if a student wants to test how a plant will grow with water, vitamin water, and diet 
coke, she’ll design that experiment and test it, and she’ll learn. Knowledge doesn’t really belong 
to the kids unless they design the projects. Charlie teaches Design Tech, the study of how things 
work and how to build things that work, a program used in England. Design Tech engages 
children in building projects that involve problem-solving and design strategy. Charlie 
demonstrated how a box became a car, how students learned about axels, and how they found 
ways to pull their cars. Students are able themselves to find solutions to real design problems.  

Reflection. Middle School teacher Leon Ikenberry and a fourth-year student spoke about how 
reflection is vital throughout Middle School -- in academic endeavors, in sports, in the arts, and 
in community life. Queries are used in classes and meetings to inspire reflection and dialogue 
while building a respectful community. This certainly occurs in Meeting for Worship and 
Meeting for Business, just as it does in other units. Middle School takes other opportunities to 
reflect as a community, as was true when the Early School students came to talk about trash, or 



when a fire alarm goes off. These things lead to 
opportunities for community reflection, which we 
expect just as we expect personal reflection. A Middle 
School student noted that the process of academic 
reflection starts with writing goals, deciding what one 
wants to accomplish, and then periodically checking in, 
such as through self-evaluations after tests, at the end 
of the term, after receiving teachers’ evaluations, and at 
the end of the year. Students are encouraged to ask 
What kinds of mistakes did I make? What can I learn from 
this? A staff member notes how much staff reflect 

together – about students, about their classes, and as they engage in action-research. Head 
Teacher Renee Prillaman has each Middle School staff member choose a word that will be 
meaningful to them throughout the year – for example simplify, or time – and they are expected 
to reflect on that often.  

Service. A student from the Upper School spoke about how service is an integral part of the 
Upper School experience. Students are expected to get two service credits a year, whether from 
serving as a Teacher’s Assistant, engaging in Construction Maintenance, or tutoring in public 
school. There are also two service days a year, when students clear trails, work at shelters, etc. 
And the end-of-year program focuses significantly on service learning. First-year students 
spend ten days at the end of the year at Newton Grove, NC, in a camp for migrant 
farmworkers. They work with the families there, bringing them necessities, and getting to know 
them. These are real people, living in terrible conditions, and so close to home. The student 
notes “We make friends. And yet we can’t fully understand what they’re going through. When 
we work at Head Start, the kids are so open to loving us, and we’re there for only ten days. It’s a 
very powerful experience. I probably got more out of it than they did.” There is a wide array of 
end-of-year trips for older students, e.g., to Trinidad, where students work in orphanages for 
kids with HIV and also for Habitat for Humanity. In general trips are designed for kids to have 
an ongoing relationship with the people in the places we visit. We go several years in a row and 
develop relationships. 

Every unit has service as part of the learning environment. This is very much what Friends do. 
Charlie said that if he had to choose one aspect of Quaker education to emphasize, it would be 
service. It’s not about showing up as the privileged ones. It’s about learning together, really 
engaging in the lives of other people.  

After the panel had finished, we took some time to reflect on these tenets ourselves. A parent 
shared about her first experience with a challenge on the playground, where she assumed that 
the teacher or she would call another child’s mother, and instead the children were asked to 
articulate what had happened and how they thought they might solve the challenge, and they 
did. One parent shared that for a year she hesitated to have a bumper sticker because so many 
families don’t have the opportunity to send their kids to CFS. She also pointed to Susan 
Kincaid’s classes, where students are engaged in so much action for good. A parent who is also 
an alum spoke about how the commitment to service she experienced at CFS lasts forever. She 
did all of this as a student here, and she is always putting these values into practice, picking up 
trash, looking for the child who is alone. This rubs off on other people. When she was in a 
parking lot recently and a man dropped a trash bag outside his car, she picked it up and said “I 



can get that for you.” He came over to thank her, not for picking up the trash but for helping 
him realize that he was leaving it for someone else to do. Another person commented that it’s 
not like kids say “It’s time for Meeting for Worship, so now we’re going to be Quakers.” We’re 
always engaged in this process. 

Charlie observed that all of this is truth unfolding. We continue to seek the truth and continue 
to deepen these practices. Quakerism has a framework and history of doing this that invites 
love and reflection and cooperation and service.  

We closed by moving into silence, considering these queries: In what ways do Quaker values 
reflect our own personal values? Inform our parenting? Inform our conduct and interactions 
here at CFS? 

We closed by shaking hands, with deep appreciation to the School Life Committee and all who 
participated in the evening. 
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