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DIRECTOR'S MESSAGE:

DEVELOPMENTAL 
LEARNING 
A few years ago, a student asked me, 
“When does one learn to cook? I see 
adults who know how and youth who 
don’t, so when does one learn this?”

It is easy to ask this question about 
almost everything about our lives and 
character. When does one develop 

confidence in oneself? When do you learn how to effectively 
deal with challenges? When do you learn how to be comfortable 
with contradictory truths? When do you figure out your own 
interests? When do you learn to accept yourself for who you are 
and accept others? When do you develop these perspectives and 
understandings so essential to a meaningful life?

If you’re is lucky, perhaps you develop this wisdom through various 
trials and tribulations. This may take decades, or maybe you never 
have the experiences to help achieve these important traits.

To develop competent and confident graduates ready for the 
dynamic world of the 21st century, we must do more than focus 
exclusively on academic knowledge and skills. At Compass, we 
purposefully aim to help students find direction, learn strategies 
to handle challenge, grow comfortable with complexity, and 
develop as individuals with a strong sense of self. 

While every student is unique, as educators we know there are 
predictable stages of development evident in most adolescents. 

ALUMNI PROFILE
“This school, and the people I met there, 
changed my life. How, I can never say for sure, 
but I know it did. And I can’t be the only one. 
Keep doing what you’re doing because the 
ripples of this little school will reverberate far 
and wide through the world. “
                                        

-Zack Bickford
 (Continued of page 3)

In middle school, children often face their first real struggles in 
life where they don’t want parental intervention like when they 
“were little.” Being behind in schoolwork or a break-up with a 
boyfriend or girlfriend or just feeling left out can feel traumatic. 
It is not surprising some kids want to run away from these 
problems, think they are the only one with such troubles, and are 
lost in how to respond. Learning that life has its ups and downs, 
that everyone faces challenges, and that there are constructive 
strategies to handle tough times is a necessary step of maturation.

In the early high school grades, we hope students move from 
largely repeating back what a teacher expects and a focus on the 
“right answer” to realizing the world is full of complexities and 
one’s own interpretations and insights are worthy of expression. 
Wrestling with uncertainty can be unsettling for adolescents 
when so much of their life can be in flux, but this is a necessary 
step to growing into an independent adult.

In later grades of high school, the world’s pressing questions can 
weigh heavy. What does it mean to lead a good life? Is there some 
greater purpose for me? What should I do with the rest of my life? 
These are not minor concerns and at this age, it can feel like your 
choices now may determine everything about your future.

These concerns are not addressed simply by passing vocabulary 
quizzes or getting good at solving math problems. Nor do they 
get resolved by one-shot character building workshops. It takes a 
whole array of experiences and supports, direct instruction and 
subtle messages to help each individual develop into adulthood.

                                                    
 (Continued on page 2)

InsIde ThIs Issue
2        Noteworthy News

3        Alumni Profile

4-5   Curriculum Corner

6-7   Student Work

8        Message from the        
           Development Office

“I’ve noticed a trend in the past two 
years of my life: I’m happiest when 
I’m working hard on something I 
care about. Having a small school 
makes us really flexible and able to 
go where we want to go.” 

-Ari Fox, Class of 2014
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(Director’s Message, continued from page 1)

Some examples from how we purposefully do this at Compass include:    

• Advisory groups where students can share strategies regarding 
health and wellness and learn to express constructive peer support.

• Providing student choice in exploratories or health strands where 
students can shine and show their strengths.

• Offering proactive avenues for students to suggest changes for 
individual assignments, curriculum topics, scheduling, and school 
policy.

• Investigating complex themes in classes such as the American 
Dream or How Do We Know What to Believe?

• Providing all students the chance to pursue independent work 
during Project Week and providing even greater opportunity 
for students in grades 11 and 12 to follow individual interests in 
“comp” time.

• Community based learning through travel, service, and 
immersion in the real world, where not everything goes as planned 
and responding to changing conditions is the norm.

Building Dedication
As part of Compass Day in October, we celebrated completion of 
our  $1.1 million construction project. The final project included 
construction of a 900 sq. ft. art lab, new science lab and administrative 
offices, numerous small study rooms, a new library, new lighting 
throughout the building, a covered entryway, sports field, and 
improved furnishings throughout the school.

The impact of the new construction is visible throughout the building. 
From the bright, welcoming entry to the spacious art lab to new 
ceilings and lighting throughout the building, Compass has a fresh and 
vibrant facility to support its engaging program of learning. 

11-12th Grade "Comps" 
During  four teacher-supported periods a week, students in grades 11 
and 12 are able to pursue individual interests while meeting specific 
competency requirements for graduation. Students can use this time 
to take on line college courses, do community service work, take on an 
internship, and pursue independent research, writing, and art projects.  
We look forward to seeing the results of this pilot effort.

Alumni Network
Thanks to our intern, the recent graduate Chris Diak, we are 
establishing an active alumni network. Our first alumni event occurred 
during Compass Day in October and Chris is creating a (hopefully) 
comprehensive database of contact information of Compass alumni. 
Please contact the school to get us your most recent information.  

NOTEWORTHY NEWS
"Specials" 
For students in grades 7-10, we have added quarter-long "special" 
courses in art, physical education, and life skills. Louise Hodsdon 
is coordinating the art classes focused on creating works based on 
noteworthy styles of the modern masters. PE varies with the season 
and it is clear most students are enjoying this physical activity. Life 
skills are targeted to the age group with middle school focused on study 
skills and organization, 9th grade learning financial literacy and 10th 
grade attending to career and college awareness.  

Solar Furnace Grant
Thanks to support from the Sustainable Valley Group in Bellows 
Falls, Vermont Solar Furnaces will be installing solar heating panels at 
Compass as a demonstration project for regional energy experts and 
contractors. This technology is the most efficient use of solar energy 
and will offset cold weather heating costs for the school. 

Holt Health Programming
A 3-year grant from the Fanny Holt Ames and Edna Louise Holt Fund 
has enabled us to expand attention to health and wellness throughout 
the school program. In addition to bringing in a school-based clinician, 
we now have quarterly health courses such as Mindfulness, Flex 
Fitness, and Tai Chi, in addition to required classes in Substance Use 
Prevention and Sex Ed. We pioneered a Mental Health 101 class for 
teachers last summer and will continue staff and parent training 
related to teen health . Grants funds support Health Days twice 
annually as well as student led health events being organized by 
Student Council. 

There are countless more modest ways in which students at Compass 
are supported in their individual development. From commendations 
in All School meeting to homework help with a teacher before school 
starts, students know they are valued and respected by adults and 
peers. Students see values being taught and reinforced throughout 
school—being responsible for lunch clean-up and learning to 
be helpful and thorough; hosting school visitors and practicing 
communication skills while reminding oneself of the specialness of 
the school; preparing food during the Health Day cooking challenge 
and seeing how almost any combination of healthy ingredients 
can produce tasty and healthy meals; joining with peers and adults 
for winter sports or Mountain Day and realizing how much we can 
enjoy each other’s company and outdoor activity.  Surrounded by a 
supportive community of adults and peers, students receive attention, 
redirection, and affirmation needed as they navigate their teen years.

There is no single class we can offer to teach maturity, judgment, 
self-awareness, or wisdom. To develop well-rounded graduates takes 
a wealth of experiences that allow for deep interaction with adults 
and peers--where we can each show our true, whole selves and develop 
understandings of oneself and others. 

School Panorama
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ZACK BICKFORD - CLASS OF 2007
Current Location: Boulder, Colorado. Escoffier School of Culinary Arts

What are you up to?  Currently on the final course of the program, the externship 
portion. I am working at a fine dining restaurant in Denver called "Old Major". Yes it is 
an Animal Farm reference. It's a fast-paced, highly skilled and creative kitchen full of 
seasoned professionals at the top of their game using very modern techniques and tools 
such as vacuum compression, sous vide, tapioca maltodextrin which turns fat into a 
powder, crazy gelling agents and nitrous canisters for dispensing whipped products. The 
restaurant receives 2 whole pigs weekly raised at a local farm. Then the butcher proceeds 
to break down and utilize the whole animal. All varieties of sausages, chicharones,  5-inch 
thick bone in pork chop sous vide with herb infused pork fat, country ham cured with 
molasses and aged 1.5 years and a charcuterie room full of every amazing cured meat you 
could think of. The amount I'm learning about cooking is amazing. For me it is about 
reviving cultures lost by the convenience food era and paving the way for a definition of 
American culture through its diverse cuisine.

What you are doing beyond work?  On my days off I'm still an avid guitarist, although 
since my times playing classic rock and funk in the big room at Compass I have had many 
style changes. Currently I be digging nu-folk and blue grassy stuff.  Also I'm into more  
Bob Dylan-y stuff than I was before.  I have been playing with some friends around here 
though nothing too serious yet. This is largely due to the fact that I work at least 60 hours a 
week at Old Major.

Where you think you are heading?  The dream for me would be to find an agricultural institution with a strong focus on education. My 
dream job at the dream location would be to have a commissary kitchen hold community farm dinners and catering events out of the space with 
focus on what the farm produces. Also to hold classes out of this space on everything from cooking techniques, local foraging, preserving, curing 
meats, whole animal butchery/usage and fermentation of many types. In essence, to teach people the importance of connecting with your food, 
farmer and the land it comes from, and how to transform it into community.

What you have been up to since leaving Compass School?  Working hard for my dreams, trying, failing, succeeding, stagnating and 
starting fresh. All while the emotional roller coaster of life races forward. That is a metaphor for the Buddhist concept of dharma.

Most interesting experience at Compass?  Learning the ways that I learn best and exploring my education. Learning that education is a life 
long experience. Also, Nicaragua was incredible. 

How Compass has helped you in your current life? To learn the importance of community. You can try to live your life without it. But 
it's way less fun and sometimes downright depressing. Strive to have a solid community of people who genuinely care about your well-being 
and that you can talk to. As an aside to this: Sometimes we need to drop our own pride and join the group. Life is more fun if you don't repress 
feelings of being part of something.

What do you tell others now about Compass?  It was a close community with very forward thinking educators that had a strong desire for 
their students to excel.

ALUMNI PROFILE

Zack Bickford & Friends on Okemo

Maera C. as Arthur Dent Observing Balloon Rockets in Science Class
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CURRICULUM CORNER

Anja A. and Kestral O. on Mountain Day

 Aiden M. during Winterm 

SCIENCE
7/8: Astronomy: Our days are filled with studies of 
constellations as well as independent research to be shared 
at Westminster Center School in December on such topics as 
black holes, neutron stars, the Big Bang, space exploration, and 
galaxies. 

Geology: We have been studying the inside and outside of our 
Earth, tackling plate tectonics and culminating with writing a 
postcard from geologically unique places in the world. 

9/10: Why does a bowling ball continue rolling when it leaves our 
hand?  Will it roll forever?  These questions and more are being 
answered in Julian’s Mechanics of Science class.

With Eric, students have been studying fluid dynamics, 
including concepts of buoyancy, density, pressure, gas laws, and 
aerodynamics. Among our projects: building cardboard boats to 
carry students across the pond; animated powerpoints depicting 
gas law demonstrations; numerous labs testing buoyancy, 
pressure, and fluid dynamics; designing, constructing, and 
testing wings.

11/12 Science: We started the year with a unit on ecological 
theory. We then moved on to physics with the study of 
mechanics-- velocity, acceleration, projectiles, forces, vectors, 
Newtons laws. We will continue with the study of momentum, 
kinetic energy, collisions, rotational dynamics, satellite motion, 
and relativity.

MATH
Calculus: We are focusing on the three big ideas of calculus: 
limits, rate of change, and area under a curve, culminating with 
the Fundamental Theorem of Calculus. Our emphasis is on depth 
of understanding and independent thinking. Next semester, we 
will explore how these ideas apply to non-polynomial functions.

Pre-Calculus: Finishing logarithms and now reviewing for a 
challenging final exam. Next semester is trigonometry and we are 
looking forward to the practical side of that. 
Geometry: Students have done an extensive and accurate 
investigation into the Euler Line and Nine-point circles.  Onward 
to similar triangles and circle relationships!

Analysis: This college-level class is students’ first experience with 
approaching mathematics like a mathematician. We have been 
exploring numbers, functions, and limits, while learning how to 
read a dense math text and construct rigorous proofs.

Algebra 1: Students are completing their posters this week and 
working on word problems as they finish up their unit on the 
crucial concept of slope.

MS Pre-algebra: Continuing to work with negative numbers, 
students are graphing coordinates as well as basic functions.

Math Foundations: In this highly individualized math class, 
students have been building arithmetic and pre-algebra skills 
at their own paces though Khan Academy and one-on-one time 
with the teacher. They have also been doing a variety of problem-
solving activities with the ultimate goals of learning to think 
flexibly and knowing what to do when faced with an unfamiliar 
problem. We will end the semester with an inquiry project, in 
which students formulate and pursue their own questions about 
mathematics.
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SPANISH
MS1: We're just finishing up how to interview people.  They 
already know how to talk about where they live, what their 
family is like and what classes they have.  Now, they can ask good 
questions and retain answers to communicate about what they've 
learned.

MS2: Students are working with the language, expanding 
vocabulary, learning new grammatical rules, and enjoying their 
increased ability to use Spanish. For the “¿Qué hora es?” unit 
students designed their own clocks and are practicing telling 
time.

HS Spanish 1: ¿SER o ESTAR?  To be or to be?  Students are 
exploring the strange and wonderful complexities of beginning 
Spanish.  They are talking, writing and reading Spanish regularly.  
¡Bien hecho!

HS Level 2: In one of the projects for this class students made 
a presentation of a character they created. Students gave their 
characters an identity and provided information about them, 
such as name, age, nationality, marital status, profession, 
language, etc.

HS Level 3: We've been playing around with fairy tales. These 
stories demonstrate how to take a foundation of basic vocabulary 
and sentence structure and use it in creative ways to tell a story 
of impressive detail.  They're writing their own stories with these 
examples as a guide.

HS Advanced: Leemos Harry Potter! (We are reading Harry 
Potter in Spanish, using it as a platform for developing our skills 
and vocabulary, and reviewing grammar and verb conjugations.)

View from the top of Mt. Cardigan on Mountain Day

HUMANITIES
7/8: We started the year with the ever-popular Identity Mask 
project, then expanded our scope to include the power structures 
around us. We recently read Animal Farm and Lord of the Flies 
and will finish the semester by crafting stories of our own.

9/10 : We have been taking a close look at the concept of 
the American dream, using both historical and literary 
texts. Students studied the Constitution and Declaration of 

Independence and 
explored varied 
perspectives from 
throughout US 
History. Students 
read Horatio Alger's 
seminal text that is 
synonymous with the 
idea of pulling oneself 
up by the boot straps to 
gain financial security 
and middle class 
respectability, followed 
by the film version 
of Raisin in the Sun, 
to look at racial and 
gender barriers to the 

dream.  The unit will culminate in persuasive presentations for a 
contest, "Who Best Represents the American Dream today?"  

11/12: Students are focusing on literature and writing this 
semester--in particular looking at the role of the narrator, 
the impact of stories, and how literature can illuminate our 
understanding of what it means to be human. They started the 
year by reflecting on themselves in a college essay, followed by 
reading the novel, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. They 
practiced finding and using secondary sources in a final essay or 
art piece that closely examined a character or theme in the novel. 
They are spending the second half of the semester looking closely 
at how to tell a story using film. After studying full length and 
short films for both dialogue and cinematic qualities, they will 
write original screenplays for short live action films that will be 
produced this winter. 

“I think that building 
clean-up changed the 
way I interact with this 
school because I’m not 
just here to go to school, 
I’m here to interact with 
the community.” 

--Meagan K., grade 7

Learning Filmmaking at FACT TV 
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STUDENT WORK
Oscar Wao Character Summary
Isaac G., grade 12

It’s not just that Beli enjoyed bragging to Dorca about her 
prestigious school and her made up boyfriends. She enjoyed 
bragging about these things because how much better she made her 
life look compared to Dorca’s life. She enjoyed the fact that this 
hurt Dorca. As, over time, she continued to brag to Dorca about 
her boyfriend (who wasn’t actually her boyfriend in the first place), 
Dorca became “overwhelmed” by Beli’s bragging. Dorca ended up 
spending many nights inconsolable and crying because of Beli’s 
stories, which Beli was well aware of. Yet, Beli continued to talk to 
Dorca about her “boyfriend,” because she was purposely hurting 
Dorca. Beli was that kind of person.

A Function of the American Dream
Skye R., grade 9

Arthur Schlesinger postulated that the socio-culture of American 
 oscillates between public action and private interest. I believe that  
this oscillation is the result of the behavior in American culture  
to rebel and pursue the dream, never believing that we are ever  
living it as a whole in the present. I believe the American Dream  
is met when the two poles, public action and private interest, are  
in balance.

As you can see in my poster, each of these periods evidence a 
balance between public action and private interest in their own 
way. In addition to this balance, each of these periods contains a 
transition. Each of these balance points only last a small amount 
of time because they occur in the midst of change in the culture. 
America was founded upon the principle of necessary change as 
stated in the Declaration of Independence. You can think of the 
US like a pendulum between public action and private interest. 
It is always changing and periodically switches directions... 
Continuing to use the metaphor of the pendulum, I believe that a 
force of gravity acts on the pendulum, slowly but surely making 
the swings smaller and smaller. I believe that eventually the swings 
will become so minute that the American Dream will be achieved 
by all for an extended period of time.

Middle School Lord of the Flies Responses 
“The best possible government system is one in which every 
citizen has their voice heard, regardless of strength, wealth, or any 
other social factor.”

 - Noah S-M., grade 7

“...having a leader can greatly aid a society but can also 
compromise your equality.” 

- Jack L., grade 8

"Ana from Oscar Wao" by Celia W. & Theo S.

"American Dream: Fulfilled and Not" by Connor G.
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"Who Am I?" Mask Reflections
“I feel like I can take my mask off when I’m at NEYT. The people 
at NEYT are very accepting and open-minded. I know that if I 
go there, I won’t be pointed out on my imperfections or judged 
constantly. Other times, I wear a mask that I would describe as 
“awkward,” “weird,” and “not smart.” People describe me as goofy 
and a thoughtful student. I hope others would see me as smart, 
with a good sense of humor, and as a really good friend. The map 
in my mask means that my mind is all over the place even thought 
it doesn’t seem like it. I may not have a facial expression or say 
anything in a whole class period but it doesn’t mean I’m not paying 
attention and don’t know what to do. I might just have lost self-
confidence at that moment.”

-Pooja M., grade 8

“I wear many masks. These masks will compete for dominance 
of my identity as a whole. They will conflict, merge, and disperse 
until my identity is nothing but a series of masks.

However, it leads me to question, am I the only one? Do we all 
have one “real” personality and wear masks of other “fake” 
personalities? Or is everyone nothing but an ever-changing series 
of masks, and these masks are mere extensions of our identities?

I don’t believe I wear a mask. I believe it is in my very nature to play 
many different people, so I do not wear the mask of—rather I am a 
questioner, an adapter, a thinker. It is these traits that cause me to 
not to wear many masks but to actually be many things.”

-Noah S-M.,  grade 7 Middle School "Who Am I?" Unit Masks

Magean K.

Anna B.

"Oscar and Ana" by Rachael D.

"In the Land of Gods and Monster" by Lila S.
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is one driving the right car, wearing a designer label, going to the 
prestigious school and getting what is valued in mainstream media 
declares at the moment to be the right college degree.  The problem 
is, many of the rewards that traditional schooling promise not only 
fail to make us happy, they actually can be unfulfilling by painting a 
picture of a world based only on competition and “one-upmanship” 
rather than contentment, contribution,  and connection.

This fall, Compass Day celebrated all that can be accomplished by a 
diverse and dedicated group of individuals committed to creating 
a world where happiness has value.  They bring so much to this 
endeavor but their most potent tool, perhaps not surprisingly, is 
their most natural one—their warm, deep, wide, enticing smiles.  In 
a culture where ads bombard us at every moment with images of 
what might improve our outlook, it’s unusual to see such genuine 
expressions of happiness like the ones on the faces of Compass 
people.  It makes people pay very close attention.

Brian Whitehouse 
Director of Admissions and Development       

brian.whitehouse@compass-school.org

PATHWAYS TO HAPPINESS

P.O. Box 177
7892 US Route 5
Westminster Station, VT 05159

Phone: (802) 463-2525
Fax: (802) 463-2520
E-Mail: info@compass-school.org

www.compass-school.org

The Gang's All Here on Halloween

If you take the time to sit and absorb the Compass experience, you’ll 
become reminded of a truth that many of us forget about living in 
our modern world:  Happiness has real, tangible value.

Happiness—not just in school, but in everything—comes from at 
least a few things that we can quantify.  These include supportive 
families, friendly communities, time for mindfulness, regular 
exercise, enjoying food in company, helping others, and 
appreciating the beauty of the world.  It’s worth noting that 
these are not expensive things to provide.  They simply require a 
commitment.

Compass is not unique among schools for being committed to 
these things.  We are one of many voices in the conversation about 
quality education.  The nature of the Compass commitment is 
anything but stereotypical, however, especially when compared to 
the over-standardized schools of today.  Families come together 
to do everything from carpooling to leading tours at Open House.  
Students share their talents with each other through Intensives and 
Exploratories.  Alumni keep alive the traditions and stories that 
illustrate just how a school that fosters happiness can change lives.  

We’re not usually reminded of happiness when we think of what 
school is meant to do for students, or for communities, states or 
nations, for that matter.  Typically, the idea of a successful person 

Notes from the Admissions and Development Director


