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Waring 40 Years in Beverly Symposium 
 

3.21.16 
 

Generative quote from 1985 brochure: 
 
“The principal goal of our academic program is not the mastery of the content or subject 
matter of the liberal arts. The acquisition of knowledge is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition of life here at this school. The particular genres and periods studied are, for 
example, less important than the intellectual skills that one acquires through their study. 
In this sense subject matter is a means to an end, the end being the intellectual skills of 
reading, writing, speaking, listening, calculating, problem solving, observing, estimating, 
and measuring. 
 
But even the mastery of these skills is not the real end of a liberal education. We have 
seen students acquire knowledge of math and language, learn skills associated with these 
subjects, but still remain uneducated. Education, liberal education, should be measured 
ultimately in terms of less tangible goals: one’s ability to discuss books and events, the 
depth of one’s vision into a given problem, one’s active involvement in artistic activities, 
and finally, the growth of one’s understanding of ideas and values.” 
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Francie Borden 
Former Faculty 

 

How do you achieve this goal?  

Have fun, collaborate, respect, create, provide and produce rich experiences 

 

Was this goal achieved?  

Yes, I think so, given what I know about the alums. 

 

What are the day to day realities of reaching this goal? 

We were creating something new and recreated it each year and day.  No two years or 

days were the same. 

How you “institutionalize” that ongoing creation and reinvention remains important, but 

unsolved. 

Students in schools (or not) are not and should not be “preparing” for something in the 

future.  They should be participating in leading the “examined” life and discovering 

themselves. 

A key factor in our “reality” was that faculty “taught” and/or studied ALL the same 

courses the students did.  Everything was approached from many angles and through 

many lenses.  I think the fact that the kids knew we were not ”experts”, but merely in 

different places in our learning curves, contributed to the students understanding that they 

were responsible for their learning. 
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Peter Smick 
Headmaster ’91 – ‘12 

 
Early Waring brochures, largely written by Philip, were not so much promotional 

materials in the conventional sense as invitations to enter a running seminar on the 

philosophy of education.  And what better way to provoke debate than to start out by saying 

that the goal of the liberal arts program at Waring is not mastery of the liberal arts.  This is 

the kind of counterintuitive opening that will definitely capture the attention of a prospective 

parent while also generating a certain anticipatory unease.  Reading on she finds that though 

the acquisition of such content has its place, most important are the intellectual skills one 

acquires in the process.  Ah yes, thinks the prospective parent, relaxing a bit:  I get it, on the 

content/skills continuum, Waring comes down on the side of skills, defining academic 

achievement more in terms of skill development than in terms of content acquisition.  This is 

certainly a compelling position, especially in today’s rapidly changing world where the 

universe of knowledge is expanding so relentlessly and one’s education may well be obsolete 

by graduation.  This sounds right, thinks the prospective parent, appearing won over:  I want 

my son and daughter to be equipped with the skills that ensure their success in a future where 

the only certainties are change and the exponential expansion of knowledge. 

But, wait a minute.  It turns out that the mastery of skills, though necessary, is not the 

real goal of a Waring education any more than the mastery of content.  The prospective 

parent again becomes uneasy.  It is apparently possible to remain “uneducated” even while 

possessing all the skills associated with the liberal arts.  The “real end” of a Waring education 

is to be “measured” in terms of “less tangible goals,” such the “depth of one’s vision,” the 

ability to engage in intelligent, informed discussion, active involvement in artistic endeavor, 

and personal growth in the understanding of ideas and values. The prospective parent is now 

feeling faint and somewhat disoriented.  He thinks, what kind of school is this?  How can you 

“measure” things like thinking and discussing and valuing in a meaningful way?  How do 

you quantify vision and artistic expression in terms that will make sense to the college 

admission committees that will be reading my child’s transcript?  And, speaking of 

transcripts, where do grades and standardized testing come in?  Yes, I like all these 

intangibles that grace the life of Waring and give it a certain cozy feeling.  But, aren’t they 

merely means to the end of equipping students to be successful when they encounter the 

challenges of real life—outside of Waring? 
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The debate has now come down to the question that, in one form or another, all 

discussions of Waring sooner or later must attempt to resolve:  Is Waring reality?  By this 

point, the weak-kneed among the prospective parents have usually left the room, leaving a 

more receptive if still skeptical audience to carry on the discussion. 

Granted, at Waring these “intangible,” hard-to-measure ends do become means in the 

sense that they are by nature self-perpetuating:  the more we do these things, the more we 

enjoy doing them, the better we become at doing them, and the more likely it becomes that 

we will continue to do them.  But, for all that, they are still essentially ends rather than means 

because they furnish the purposes or telos for which Waring exists. 

In education, means are important, of course.  If you work in a school, you are likely 

to spend most of your time thinking about the means by which learning occurs.  The issues 

here focus on the what, when, and where of educational endeavor.  The associated questions 

are how questions:  How do you teach a subject?  How large should classes be?  How do you 

find the time for everything you would like to include in the program?  Solutions tend to 

come in terms of methods, programs, and organizational structures. 

But, it is a school’s ends, rather than the means used to achieve those ends, that 

ultimately define it, or any educational endeavor.  This is what author and media critic Neil 

Postman referred to as the “metaphysical” question surrounding school:  What is the reason 

for schooling?  Is there something students should be getting out of school other than a 

prescribed menu of content and skills?  Why school as opposed to other educational 

alternatives?  The metaphysical question must be answered if the idea of school is to make 

sense.  Moreover, it is from addressing the metaphysical question “Why school?” or "Why 

this school?” that a compelling educational narrative can emerge, that is, to quote Postman, 

an idea or story “that tells of origins and envisions a future, … that constructs ideals, 

prescribes rules of conduct, provides a source of authority, and, above all, gives a sense of 

continuity and purpose.”  If you are looking for a school with such a narrative and are willing 

to organize your life around it, perhaps Waring is the place for you. 
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Tim Averill 
Current Faculty 

 
Since I joined the faculty at Waring in 2005 after 5 years on the Board of 

Trustees, I have been an eager but critical proponent of the Waring Way. Yes, Waring 

weighs upon us all, a burden we have mostly accepted. Philip’s statement that we are 

considering today accurately presents our goals. At the same time, I feel it reveals one of 

Waring’s weaknesses:  Our curriculum is too limited, partly by size of school & # of 

faculty but also by worldview and an inattention to the need to expand our canon and take 

part in the world outside Waring.  I do not think that we can achieve the ends that Philip 

discusses in the second paragraph without having the experiences and the knowledge that 

comes from an active life out of school, one in which other members of the school are not 

participating in lock-step fashion. Yes, we do a good job of cultivating our little garden, 

but we are in need of crop rotation within the curriculum and new pastures to be tilled by 

students and faculty alike.  For Waring to think outside the box, we need to go outside the 

box. We need to expand our canon, not relying on the same established works and 

“school solutions” to the works we study; instead, we need to encounter new works and 

worldviews as explorers working together. We cannot really achieve the ends that Philip 

has mentioned without recognizing that facts, like words, matter, and that our community 

will grow best when it’s challenged by the world outside of the community. 
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Audrey Markowitz 
Current Faculty 

 
This passage from 1985 identifies the most important elements in my teaching for 

the past 25 years, and that continue to inform and shape my teaching now, in 2016.  “The 

acquisition of knowledge is… necessary but not sufficient… the mastery of [intellectual] 

skills is not the real end …” I am most interested in my students’  “depth of … vision into 

a given problem” and their “active involvement in artistic activities.” And ultimately, I 

think we all seek to understand better – and live by - life’s deeper ideas and values. 

So yes, I want my students to learn to read music, and to sing with good rhythm, 

intonation, breath control, and tone.  I want them to be familiar with different eras and 

genres of music. I believe deeply in Waring’s tradition of learning music through actively 

participating in making music: in singing with other students, in learning to play an 

instrument. But I want them to be even more deeply involved in the creative process. I 

want them to explore genres of music and individual songs and decide for themselves 

what makes for a good choice of repertoire for their chorus. I choose songs for them to 

learn that I believe will challenge them intellectually and artistically, that will introduce 

them to genres they probably wouldn’t run into on their own, and that connect them to 

historical periods and World cultures different from their own. At the same time, I give 

them opportunities to run their own discussions of possible repertoire to add to our 

program. Besides digging into different aspects of their various repertoire options, they 

must listen closely and respectfully to the opinions of their peers and make decisions 

collaboratively. I also regularly give students opportunities to work in small groups on 

learning the songs and learning to sing together. I am available to coach them and consult 

with them, but I give them the space to run their own rehearsal. In addition, I ask students 

for their ideas on how to arrange music for the group, and I invite them to participate in 

doing the arranging, writing harmonies or adapting instrumental music for chorus. When 

assessing the group’s choral sound in preparation for performance, I invite members of 

the group to come to the front as listeners, and I encourage them to give feedback to the 

group, to tell them what they are doing well and how they might improve their 

performance.  
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It is critical that all aspects of the class help the students, and me, their teacher and 

partner, to practice the deeper values of respect and collaboration. I love to find 

opportunities to collaborate with other Waring faculty, both music teachers and teachers 

of other subjects. The last two years have brought wonderful collaborations with our 

guitar, ‘cello, violin, and percussion teachers, as well as other chorus teachers and the 

leader of the Waring Orchestra, and teachers of French, Humanities, and Writing. These 

collaborations give me the opportunity to “practice what I preach,” and to model 

collaborative work for the students. My years of teaching a variety of subjects gave me a 

deep appreciation for what can be learned when looking at life and learning from a 

variety of vantage points, something we ask of all of our students. At Waring we 

continually challenge ourselves and our students to broaden our outlook – to learn from 

our peers, our teachers, and our students, as well as voices from other cultures and other 

eras, be they in conversation, in literature, or in the lyrics of songs. 
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John Ferrick 
Current Faculty 

 
Let me begin by quoting Pablo Casals, “You must work-we all must work-to make the 
world worthy of its children.” 
 

Here at Waring School we work: 
 

student - to - student 
student - to - teacher 

learners all 
camping trip 
community 

wind, fire, rain 
books to discuss 
and to sketch in 
games for two 

and teams 
singing and dancing 

skits and stories shared 
all school meeting 

the heartbeat 
and breath 

of our total being 
travel to 
the beach 
the farm 
the city 

symphony 
museum 

countries far and near 
read and write 

speak and listen 
endterm: see jim and wigs and jan 
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Joan Sullivan 
Current Faculty 

 
This paragraph reminded me of a quote from the chair of the biology dept at Columbia by 

the name of Stuart Firestein: “Knowledge is a big subject. Ignorance is bigger. And it is 

more interesting.” Ignorance is not a dirty word, to either Firestein or Philip. Waring’s 

coda of life long learning requires us as teachers to instill in each of our students this 

lifelong pursuit to dispel ignorance. How does one create lifelong learners of 

mathematics?  

Well, mathematics is a way of building systems logically from first principles, 

and it also happens to have a way of describing accurately the world around us.  Pretty 

useful stuff really. But there is so much content to teach and I appreciate these words that 

challenge us to go deeper towards understanding. To encourage students to focus on 

intellectual skills, not just algorithms.  In mathematics we define mathematical objects 

and state their properties and prove theorems about them. But once so invented, as Steven 

Strogarts math professor at Cornell observed, the objects have lives of their own and it is 

in using our own creativity and insight we ask good questions to discover more about 

them. That is also what good teaching is about as well. We create experiences for our 

students with structure that allow them to discover more knowledge.  

Becoming a lifelong learner of mathematics is more than just learning a lot of 

procedures. I think this is what Philip meant when he wrote “The acquisition of 

knowledge is a necessary but not sufficient condition of life here at this school.” By the 

way, I must point out to all of you in this room how math-y that statement really is! By 

allowing students to ask good questions, make predictions, and check their predictions, 

we allow them to move away from only memorizing procedures – towards skills of 

problem solving they will need their entire lives. I do think that doing mathematics 

requires collaboration and conversation also – just like all learning at Waring. To ask 

good questions, students and teachers need to be engaged together in problem-solving. At 

the whiteboard. Around the table. At home thinking . During travel sketching. There is so 

much math content to learn, technology can help us here by minimizing reliance on 

procedures and maximizing. It allows us to be creative, not rote. The educated person is 
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the one who uses the tools and skills at her disposal as needed to answer the good 

questions she poses or are posed by others.  

My overall impression is that this is a bold and challenging vision of learning, but 

one that we are up for pursuing here at Waring. 
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Julie Cullen 
Current Faculty  

 

Life skills are developed by exposure to different experiences, subject matter, 

situations, and techniques.  Since work and life are not separated into categories, these 

experiences and the development of one’s skills should also be integrated. Some of these 

skills include communication (to share one’s ideas as well as to work collaboratively with 

others), an awareness of one’s surroundings (detailed observations of place, people, 

events, and processes), and creativity (in problem solving and/or in artistry). 

As a science teacher at Waring, I attempt to expose students to situations which will 

make them think, where students can work together and share ideas, where they have to 

assess what they have learned and apply techniques and concepts in a variety of 

ways.  Often discussions are applied to situations outside of our classroom and 

school.  And the skills that are developed span the curriculum beyond science.  Students 

also begin to understand how they learn best.  This important aspect of their education 

will give them confidence to explore new avenues. 
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Mary Cookson 
Parent ’15, ‘17 

 
As parents, we wondered how Waring's liberal arts ethos would hold up in a 

world of test taking and scores; class ranks and gpa's?  There is a serious element of trust 

one needs as a parent at Waring. We agreed whole heartedly with the premise of the 

educational aspirations but still worried about outcomes.    We have two children who 

have attended Waring -  one is a Waring alum the other is in Group 4.  We have been 

through the college application process; we have seen some outcomes and we truly 

believe that our daughters are better students having gone to Waring 

At Waring, my daughters learned that the right question was far more satisfying 

than a right answer.  That a good discussion could raise a thought or concept to a 

different level.  They learned not to just speak in French, but to think critically in French; 

not to just listen to music but to understand how the music was written and the period it 

came from.  They learned to be part of a broader community, both at home and in the 

world. 

These skills are transferrable and will last a lifetime.  The answers to many 

questions will change over time, but the process of analytical thinking won’t;  and the 

desire to learn will remain.  These are skills my children will take with them as the world 

changes and why Isabelle describes her education at Waring as a "Swiss Army Knife 

Education"....she said it equipped her with all the tools she needed to go out into the 

world and problem solve creatively! 
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Vicki Lincoln 
Parent ’15, ‘17 

 
As parents we wanted our children to be at a school where their teachers are 

actually guides who help them build skills to access the world. We wanted them to trust 

that their minds are elastic and that their intellectual potential is limitless.  And we 

wanted our children to know that stumbling is a safe and necessary part of the learning 

process.   

We wanted our children to appreciate that creativity takes many forms, from 

artistic to athletic. We wanted them to articulate their beliefs and feel confident in 

challenging existing precepts.  In this way, our children would learn that through an open 

mind, deep analysis, and critical thinking they will understand old truths and uncover 

new ones. 

When it came time for our two sons to attend high school we chose a different 

path than their peers had chosen.  We put our faith in a tiny, earnest, dynamic (and 

occasionally ramshackle) school in Beverly, where the love for learning and the arts, and 

the pursuit of intellectual depth and breadth, were thriving. 

And now that our oldest son is a freshman in college, we’ve witnessed the fruits 

that Philip and Josée Waring’s educational philosophy bears. Our son engages the adults 

around him, assuming that they will be open and responsive to an articulate and earnest 

student.  He speaks and writes eloquently, enthusiastically making connections across 

disciplines.  He analyzes information and extrapolates in a deeply creative way that takes 

him to a new level of understanding.  In short, he is a Waring student for life. 
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Mary Weissblum 
Parent ’82, ’84, Grandparent ‘21 

 

From my forty plus years of being a Waringite I have seen the school grow from a 

handfull of students in a one room school house to a vibrant,thriving,multifaceted 

institution but at the heart of it all remains the ethos that makes Waring what it 

is.  LIFELONG LEARNING...read,analyze,write, think...with these skills life is your 

oyster and every day can bring wonder,joy and excitement.  As Philip said,learning the 

facts is a good foundation but  not REALLY necessary to becoming educated.  Every 

time I am at Waring I am reminded of how much it as enriched my family and continues 

to do so.  Carpe Diem 
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Martin Smick 
Alum ‘95 

 

One phrase from this passage that stands out to me in particular is the notion that 

the development of the “depth of one’s vision” is a core goal of a liberal education. Philip 

was I’m sure speaking about vision in the broad sense, however as a visual artist the 

notion of vision and visual perception is of primary importance to me.  Vision can be a 

passive act, we look at things but not very closely, we make assumption about what we 

see and we don’t bother to question them. This is perhaps partly because of the sheer 

volume of visual information we encounter on a daily basis. So much of our experience is 

filtered through language before we have an opportunity to look more closely (this is 

truer now than ever before in an age of digital media).  Active vision pursues a more 

complete experience and understanding of the world. When teaching students to draw the 

emphasis is first on opening their eyes and developing observational skills. Technique 

can be learned but we should first learn how to see.  

The sketchbook is a perfect “Waring” example of this approach to the world, 

again highlighted in an age of Tumblr, Instagram and camera phones. I have noticed the 

sketchbook has been phasing out among many art students in favor the faster visual 

experience available with iPhones. When we use a sketchbook as a tool for visual note 

taking it encourages a slower more considered visual experience, broadening our 

perception and as Philip calls for, deepening our vision. 
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Miranda Russell 
Alum ’90, Parent ’18, ‘20 

 
I have a somewhat fuzzy memory of Philip first bringing his stack of 3x5 index 

cards to all-school meeting -we were in the library-  and entreating each of us to take one 

and use it to put down some thoughts or ideas during the day. This was during  the mid-

80's, the era when Philip could stash enough index cards in his breast pocket for the entire 

school community (and still have plenty to dole out if you by chance needed more than 

one). The instructions were sufficiently vague enough to get everyone to agree to at least 

try this loose “notecard” concept, but his message was clear: If you are mesmerized by a 

passage, moved by a painting, intrigued by an image, inspired by a melody, amused by an 

idea, puzzled by a problem, in short: if you think a thought, write it down. Write it down 

and surround it with other thoughts, ideas, expressions, questions, and puzzlings. Keep 

your inner lantern lit and continue to explore the meandering roads less-traveled. Share 

what you have written and take us on your journey. 

So it's quite neat to read this excerpt quoted from a 1985 school brochure all these 

years and side roads later. I think we are hearing more of this kind of talk these days in 

liberal arts settings, but it seemed pretty unique and wild at the time this brochure was the 

main marketing tool for the school. I love that the opening statement says what the 

academic goal is NOT. In fact, the real Waring gist isn't revealed until the end of the two 

paragraphs: “...the growth of one’s understanding of ideas and values.”  It says that it's 

perfectly okay to make mistakes on your academic work, as long as you continue to grow 

and reflect on the work you are doing. It says it's not enough to memorize facts and 

master skills in a vacuum, the real learning is in the process and the expression and 

sharing of ideas. It says the job of Waring students is to be engaged and invested in our 

own learning, to challenge ourselves and others, and to develop the habits of mind and 

curiosity that drive us to be alive and attuned to our world. To never stop thinking, 

expressing, puzzling, challenging, questioning, exploring, sharing, meandering those 

roads. 
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Amy Rhyneer 
Alum ‘86 

 
What I came away with from Waring was the conviction that the most important 

thing to learn - maybe the only thing every one of us (citizens of the world) need to work 

on being really good at - is how to communicate. Thoughtful words, critical listening, 

respectful response, authentic interest, and an almost eager ability to change one’s mind. 

Communication is like zen buddhism or yoga - it’s a practice. And to practice it well, one 

must do it through lots of different lenses: art, music, history, math, literature, writing, the 

playing field and the playground. Waring was entirely suited to this endeavor. Were there 

areas of my education that I got later that I wish had been addressed earlier? Yes. I wish 

Waring had used its hands more - to fix things or build things or make things or grow 

things (not just draw things or throw things). There was an abstract, ethereal aspect of my 

Waring education that on one hand was achingly pure, but on the other, left me weirdly 

untethered to the physical world.  

 

 

 


