
 
Head of School Address to Parents: April 22, 2020 

  
Introduction 
  
Hello BHMS parents and thank you for taking the time to join me this afternoon.  
 
I was reflecting a few days ago that the last time we were ALL together as a group, we 
were celebrating the beginning of the year at Back to School Night. That seems like a 
very long time ago. You may remember that as part of my remarks that evening, I 
shared with you that, when I went through difficult times raising my own three children, I 
always tried to take the long view. Little did I know that just a few months later, our 
community would be facing an unprecedented challenge like the coronavirus crisis.   
For me, taking care of our teachers, staff, families, and school, in this moment, while 
remembering that things will, eventually, return to normal, has become critical to 
navigating this unimaginable pandemic. Balancing the now, with planning for the 
long view has — for me — been a way to hold on and remember that we will get 
through this together, and, at some point, things will get better. 
 
Over the last several weeks, I have heard from many of you with messages of support 
and encouragement but also messages of worry and concern. This afternoon I want to 
respond, as best I can, to your comments and questions. I also want you to know that I 
don’t have answers to all of them at this time. Some of the answers will be influenced by 
factors still unknown and factors outside of our control. I remain committed to regular 
communication with you as the situation changes. 
  
I am going to talk about the three areas in the forefront of my mind and planning.  I have 
received questions from many of you around these topics: 
 

1.     The safety and well-being of our community, 
2.     Continuity of our program, and the 
3.     Financial sustainability of our school. 

  
Safety and Well-Being of our Community 
  
This is a difficult and frightening time for all of us. We all know people who have been 
sick with the virus, and many members of our community have either been sick 
themselves, or taken care of loved ones who have been sick.  We all, most likely, know 
people whose lives have been taken.  We are all in a time of crisis, feeling uncertain 
about our health, our jobs, our lives as we once knew them. We are collectively grieving 
those special moments such as holidays, birthdays, graduations, and other events  that 
can no longer be celebrated in the way we are used to. We are in perpetual worry about 
what the future will bring.  There is no doubt that this is taking its toll. 
  



Our school building is closed and that — along with handwashing, sheltering in place, 
social distancing, wearing masks, and following medical guidelines help us all to stay 
physically safe.  But what about our emotional safety?  All of us are sheltering in place, 
separated from our friends, our loved ones, from the daily human contact that we all 
took for granted.  I haven’t hugged my sons in months, and while we may have lived in 
two different states prior to our move to New York, this is the longest stretch that I have 
gone without doing that, and it is very, very hard.  
 
We are all at home for more time than we have ever been. Not only that, our home has 
also become our office, our school, our workout gym or yoga studio, and our 
recreational park. I understand how difficult it must be for you to navigate all of that and 
more, the normal things that we do in life, in a confined space in your homes with your 
children 24/7. Many of our teachers are facing similar challenges as parents, trying 
to teach in a way vastly different from their training and years of experience, and 
at the same time care for and support their own children. In addition, many of our 
staff members and teachers live alone, and that comes with its own set of worries 
about social isolation. These are extraordinary times and the stresses being put on 
our institutions, communities, families, and each one of us are unprecedented.   
  
From the first moment that I arrived at BHMS I was struck by the power of its 
community. During this time, it is a good reminder that we are not truly separated from 
our community and that our community is our strength. 
  
While we may not be physically together in our building at 185 Court Street, our school 
is much more than our building. Our school is about our people -  the children who are 
eager to learn and look forward to lessons with their teachers and practicing on their 
own, their loving parents who, on top of dealing with the pressures of work and life, 
have created new spaces to support their children’s learning at home, their teachers, 
trained to deliver a developmentally appropriate hands on curriculum and now adapting 
to hands off demonstrations, through platforms like Zoom and Google Classroom.  And 
the staff, trying to keep our operations running from their homes all around Brooklyn and 
beyond. 
  
We are working from home, schooling from home, and trying to get through each day 
with the values that we ascribe to at BHMS, intact. I look forward to the day that we can 
be together in the building again. But even without being physically together, our 
school’s community carries on, learning together through this strange and incredibly 
challenging time. 
  
Our BHMS Diversity statement provides that we embrace the “intrinsic dignity of every 
person and our joyful connection with and responsibility to each other across identifiers, 
beyond nations and borders, and through time”. Our statement reminds us of our 
commitment “to be aware of ourselves and each other, to take care of our community”.  
Recently a parent shared with me an observation that I found particularly insightful as it 
relates to our work in diversity, equity, and inclusion. She wrote: “At the community 



meeting for Black Lives Matter Week of Action, Soul Science Lab taught the children 
songs about building and caring for our community.  The refrain of one song was “I love 
you, I need you, I respect you, I’ll protect you.” This refrain has been on continuous 
repeat in my mind since this crisis started.  These are powerful inspirations for 
navigating this time with the grace and kindness we hold dear. As we move through this 
crisis, my team and I are striving to take good care of everyone in the community, show 
our love and respect for all of you, and protect what we value -- a school where the 
children are known, cared for, educated and held. 
  
Continuity of Our Program 
  
As you know, as a result of New York State On Pause, the extended stay-at-home order 
from Governor Cuomo, all schools are closed until at least May 15. What happens 
after that date we do not know yet, but we will be in communication with you 
about the remainder of the year and the summer as soon as that information 
becomes clearer. I understand how frustrating this is for everyone.  
 
When this crisis struck, none of us knew that this is where we would be six weeks later.  
In the time since we left for spring break, remote learning has grown from a temporary 
stop gap into a new normal, non-essential businesses have closed, events of all kinds 
have been cancelled, life as we once knew it has been upended. It is difficult that we 
are now in a sort of limbo, unable to predict when life will shift back to normal. 
  
Throughout this period my focus has been on our promise to you as parents that we, to 
quote from the mission, continue to “inspire a love of independent learning and foster 
critical thinking by engaging students in a challenging and meaningful curriculum” even 
without the benefit of our carefully designed classrooms and classroom materials. This 
is an immense challenge.   
  
When we started with our remote learning only four weeks ago, our approach was 
based on research as well as advice from colleagues at our peer schools.  As 
independent schools across the city, the country, and the world have openly shared 
their experiences, we learned that the most successful programs started slowly and 
then built on that foundation, recognizing the unprecedented nature of the situation, the 
need to be flexible, and that the roll out of remote learning would not be perfect. We 
realized that our students, at all ages but particularly the youngest ones, needed to 
learn how to engage remotely, which is vastly different from how they engage in 
person.  Teachers also needed to develop new materials and new approaches.  We 
learned that the schools that had tried to take their ordinary school day schedule and 
just move it online had found that approach simply does not work.  Students, families, 
and teachers found that approach unmanageable and ineffective.  We recognized that 
we were going to need to create something new — while still adhering to our Montessori 
philosophy, based on teaching children in a developmentally appropriate manner.  
 



When you watch your child practice a lesson in front of a video from their teacher, stop 
and consider how much has changed in a few short weeks.  Your teachers are taking a 
people and relationship centric educational model, and creating, from scratch, an online 
Montessori learning experience. They are “following the child” per our core philosophy -- 
including more of what works, tweaking as we go and trying to provide predictability, 
continuity and consistency for children. It’s nowhere near perfect, but we are constantly 
refining and getting better.  We are committed to improving how we deliver the 
curriculum remotely and we will continue to engage your children in it. While I 
know some families are frustrated that remote learning is not what they signed up 
for, remote teaching is not what our teachers signed up for either; and yet they 
have risen to the challenge with such dedication, intelligence and heart, it has 
been truly humbling. 
  
Equally important to the delivery of the academic curriculum is our concern for and 
emphasis on the social emotional well-being of our children.  A few weeks ago, I was 
fortunate to take part in a Zoom meeting with Dr. Michael Thompson, a long-time 
psychologist who is a frequent guest speaker at the National Association of 
Independent Schools. I have known Dr. Thompson since the first summer that I was a 
Head of School nearly 20 years ago, and I always appreciate his perspective on how 
significant events, such as this pandemic, affects kids.  
 
Dr. Thompson writes: “There is currently a flood tide of advice for parents, much of it 
suggesting that there is going to be an epidemic of child anxiety as a result of this 
pandemic. I reject that notion. There will be sad days and grouchy days and certainly 
days when children miss their friends. This social distancing will be very hard on some 
children, but the vast majority will rally and find some novelty and fun in these new 
circumstances.” Here are four points that have reassured me that our children have the 
resilience to cross this bridge, however long, until we can be together again at school: 
 

1. Children don't expect miracles. They only expect adults to do their best to protect 
them and as grown-ups, to keep themselves safe.  

2. Kids aren’t nearly as anxious as we adults are.  

3. While structure is important for children, and ongoing learning absolutely is, 
almost no family is going to be able to re-create the structure of school or all the 
achievements of school. If we make an effort to keep them learning, they will be 
just fine. 

4. Children are naturally resilient; we just have to give them chances to show it and 
practice it. One idea is to give your child some new challenges or chores so they 
can help the family, they want to help and it will give them dignity and 
self-respect. 

When I consider this advice, I see that it is right in line with all that we hold true for our 
school and in our Montessori community.  I find it immensely reassuring to focus on the 



inherent adaptability and resilience of the children, and to follow them, as the 
Montessori philosophy guides us. 
  
Over the course of the last few days, I have received a number of practical 
questions about the schedule for returning to the building and about whether we 
will still have a summer camp this summer. As I have said, Governor Cuomo has 
extended NYS On Pause for non-essential workers through at least Friday, May 15 so 
our building will certainly remain closed through at least that date as well. At this time, 
we are waiting for additional clarity from our governmental authorities as to how to 
proceed. That includes the Department of Health, which is the final authority on whether 
we can operate our summer camp. We expect that we will have a decision sometime 
before the middle of May. 
  
I should say that we are also thinking about what it will be like when we are 
allowed to return to our building. We will of course take all necessary precautions to 
keep our children, faculty and staff, and community members safe but without knowing 
when we will return and what guidance we will be given by governmental authorities it is 
difficult to know what policies and procedures will be necessary. 
 
I have also had a number of questions about how we are planning for the future. 
While I don’t know what is going to happen, we are actively planning for a variety 
of scenarios in the likely event that we remain physically closed beyond May 
15th. The administrative team and I have been in constant contact with our peer 
schools’ leaders in the Brooklyn and Manhattan independent school community, and the 
leading independent school associations including the New York State Association of 
Independent Schools and the National Association of Independent Schools. The faculty, 
division leaders, and administrative team are attending webinars, reading articles, and 
accessing resources from the American Montessori Society, the National Business 
Officers Association, Independent School Management, and our peer schools. We are a 
community of learners and more than ever, are embracing the concept of a growth 
mindset that when challenged, we can learn and become better. Every day, we are 
learning as we go and applying it.  
 
Many of you have asked what will it be like if we need to continue with remote 
learning in the fall. While I do not yet know whether we will still be engaged in remote 
learning in the fall, we are making every effort to ensure that the children are proceeding 
through the curriculum and meeting necessary benchmarks.  For those children who are 
graduating to new programs in the fall, they will be prepared for and thoughtfully 
welcomed into their new classroom and peer group. Our educational leadership team, 
which consists of our program leaders, learning support team, and me, are making 
arrangements for increased professional development for our teachers this summer. 
Everyone is actively planning for the next iteration of our remote learning 
program and considering the materials and resources that are necessary for the 
children’s success. 
 



On a touching note, our 8th graders have started planning for what graduation will look 
like if it has to take place remotely, which seems likely at this point.  As true Montessori 
children, they will take the lead in this, and I know they will come up with something 
exceptional.  The spirit and inspiration of our middle school students has been uplifting 
for me; and I have only to look to them when I need to be reminded that we will get 
through this.  I recommend that you have a look at the way they adapted their Expert 
Projects to an online format.  They brought so much fun, creativity and individuality to 
the process.  Their projects are a source of pride and a delight. 
  
Financial Stability of our School 
  
This new reality that we are operating within is causing financial pain everywhere.  
Many of you have, I am sure, been directly affected.  So too, will BHMS.  I can assure 
you that we are doing everything that we can to save expenses and prepare for what 
the future may hold.  We, like you, are contingency planning. In that vein as a school, 
we applied for a federal government loan known as the Payroll Protection Program, 
under the Covid Aid Relief and Economic Security Act or CARES. The money received 
by the school under this program will allow us to protect our ability to employ our 
faculty and staff and direct more funds to financial aid for families, in the event 
that our revenue greatly decreases next year.  
  
When this crisis arose, we made the decision to continue to retain and pay all of 
our employees so that we could ensure the delivery of curriculum and 
programming remotely to our students. Each of the people who works at the school, 
teachers and staff alike, are working hard to do that. Teachers are stepping out of their 
comfort zone to learn new ways of teaching; staff members are taking on new 
responsibilities to ensure that teachers are well supported. Everyone has jumped in with 
two feet, with the ultimate goal to provide our children with the best experience that we 
can possibly deliver. BHMS has always put your children front and center and every one 
of our faculty and staff members is singularly focused on that goal. 
  
I know that many of you have asked about tuition and wondered why we are 
moving forward with collecting tuition for next year. My answer is that our school 
has been a treasured institution for over 50 years. During the course of that time, our 
school has celebrated many successes and weathered many storms. It is our 
responsibility to protect the school we love for the children we love so that when this is 
all over, our school will continue to be there for them and those that follow. Our faculty 
and staff have committed to our school for next year. The vast majority of our tuition 
money covers the payroll for teachers and staff. If we do not collect tuition and plan 
for our future, our school cannot continue to exist.  
  
I also want to say that I know that some of you have lost jobs or have experienced 
significant hardship as a result of this pandemic and are worrying about whether 
or not you can afford to keep your children at BHMS for next year. We hear your 
concerns and have made the decision to reopen our financial aid process for the 
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2020-21 school year. I encourage you to reach out to Elise Mattia, our Director of 
Admissions and Financial Aid to discuss the process.  In addition, if you have specific 
circumstances concerning tuition insurance, or your tuition payments that you would like 
to discuss, please do not hesitate to reach out to our Director of Finance, Robin 
Walker-Randolph to explore arrangements that will work for your family. 
 
It is our top priority to protect the school — and to keep our families in the 
school.  Each of your children is important to us.  You have our commitment to 
work with your family, based on your own individual circumstances, to the 
greatest degree possible.  We deeply care about you and are dedicated to 
preserving this wonderful community. 
 
In cooperation with the Board of Trustees, we have determined that all ongoing 
fundraising will be dedicated to financial aid.  Through that initiative, families who 
have the capacity to do so will be able to channel resources to families who might 
otherwise not be able to send their children to BHMS next year.  We ask for your 
partnership in that effort.  More information will be distributed in the weeks to come.  
 
Conclusion 
  
As I said at the beginning, there are still many questions that I cannot yet answer.  Each 
day there is something new to consider. But there is one very important factor that is not 
in question — the day is coming that we will be back at school together.  We don’t know 
exactly what that will look like, or when it will happen, but we know that it will. 
 
Our choices are around how we manage the time in between.  We want to be as open 
as possible as we are all in this together so to facilitate that, in addition to the 
weekly communications from your program heads and teachers, you will be 
hearing from me once a week, keeping you up to date on what I know and any 
decisions that have been made. 
  
I am an optimist and I have unending faith in our community. While committed to taking 
care of our faculty, staff, students, and their families now, I embrace the long view. We 
will be with our friends again. We will be with our families again. We will be at school 
again. We probably won’t be shaking hands at the door in the morning but we will find a 
new way to show our love and appreciation for one another. Together, we are going to 
get through this.  
  
Again, thank you for your time this afternoon. Stay safe, be well, and have a wonderful 
rest of your week. 
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