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A PR I L 21 ,  2017
8:1 2 A . M .  –  HOM E ROOM 
Evan McClelland ’17 strolls into the front hall of Germantown 
Friends School’s Main Building, and takes a seat at the 
“senior” table that doubles as Anne Gerbner’s homeroom 
meeting place. But his day began much earlier: He woke 
up at approximately 6:45 a.m., like he does every school 
morning, showered, and sat down to breakfast at around 
7:05 a.m. He packed his backpack, stole a few minutes to 
enjoy a cup of coffee, then left his Fishtown home around 
7:30 a.m. His morning commute to Germantown—he drives 
himself—is usually 25-30 minutes in average traffic, but can 
take as little as 20 minutes or as long as 40 minutes. He 
aims to arrive on the early side so he can snag prime street 
parking on Germantown Avenue in front of Holsey Temple.
 McClelland warned me that he may be a little late today—
he has a free first period due to taking a night course for 
Essentially English, the eight-week spring elective program 
for students in grades 10-12 that replaces their regular English 
classes during the spring semester, coupled with the fact that 
he’s a senior and has off-campus privileges, which include 
the option to come in late when you don’t have an early class. 
McClelland manages, thanks to the Traffic and Parking 
Gods, to arrive in time for homeroom anyway.

8:20 A . M .  –  F I R ST PE R IOD 
McClelland is a second-semester senior who was accepted to 
the University of Pennsylvania Early Decision, yet he is still 
diligent about school. He uses his free period to do homework, 
tackling a set of statistics problems for 20 minutes that 
are due later in the day. Then he turns to history reading—
Woodrow Wilson’s War Message to Congress, April 2, 1917—

that is due on Monday. He carefully highlights passages in 
the text and takes notes in the margins. When his history 
teacher, Aaron Preetam, approaches the table, McClelland 
proudly shows him that he’s reading ahead.

The “Shadow a Student” project was initiated by Health 
Education Department Head Maryanne Rawlings and Art 
Department Head Megan Culp as part of their work as 
clerks of the “Whole Being” query in the strategic vision-
ing, Strategy Through Inquiry process (see “Snapshot,” 
page 11). Based on the program of the same name that 
was developed at the Stanford d.school (whose executive 
director, Sarah Stein Greenberg ’96 [Bulletin 2016 Vol. II, 
“Agent of Change”], is an alumna of GFS), it matched up 
members of the faculty and staff with student volunteers 
(in grades 5-12) for an opportunity to walk in a student’s 
shoes for a day, including after-school activities and 
homework. (Our youngest students were nominated by 
teachers based on how comfortable they were with the 
idea of being followed around by an adult.)
 “When it comes to student well-being across all three 
divisions, people really operate from an anecdotal place, 
what they see through their ‘small’ lens as, say, an Upper 
School science teacher or a Middle School math teacher,” 
explains Rawlings of her and Culp’s decision to run the 
project. “But we don’t get the pulse of [a student’s] whole 
day. What happens in extracurriculars? At our playing 
fields, which are five blocks from school? How far away 
do the students live? How long does it take them to get 
to school? These are all really big factors. So that’s sort 
of where we’re coming from: How do we break down the 
anecdotal, get beyond that smaller lens and get people 

I WALKED  
10,437 STEPS  

IN YOUR SHOES
As part of the strategic visioning “Shadow a Student” project,  

I carried a 20-pound backpack, traversed Coulter Street six  
times in one day, and crashed-and-burned in calculus—all in  

pursuit of the authentic student experience. 
By Meg Cohen Ragas ’85
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to actually see the whole picture, what it’s like in the life 
of a GFS student?”
 While the collective response from those who shad-
owed students was an overwhelming “Wow,” highlighting 
a lot of positives about the GFS community and how we 
treat one another, the experience also brought to light the 
fact that our students have a lot on their plates, including 
athletics, extracurriculars, and homework; go through a 
number of transitions each day; and keep an incredible 
pace. There was also some speculation among the faculty 
and staff members who participated in the Shadow Project 
that the students being shadowed weren’t always com-
fortable showing their true selves. One eleventh grader 
shared with her shadow, “I pride myself on being able 
to hide my stress well,” while another junior admitted, 

when her shadow commented on her centered approach 
to school and homework, “Looks can be deceiving. I’m a 
different person on assessment days.” 
 Although Rawlings and Culp are still fine-tuning their 
Philosophical Statement, they have come to the conclusion 
that, as a school, we need to hold wellness at our center, 
especially as it relates to Quakerism. “We’re calling it a 
‘recentering’ or a ‘realignment.’ The Quaker testimony 
that has come up the most in terms of where we need 
to turn is simplicity. We live out a lot of the testimonies 
already, and students can see them at work around us, 
like community and stewardship, but we need to embrace 
simplicity more.”

9:02 A . M .  –  SECON D PE R IOD
McClelland and I are on the move to advanced physics in the 
Wade Science Center. As we make our way across Coulter 
Street, we are joined by Evan Gorski ’17, who turns out to be 
in many of McClelland’s classes; Gorski hands him an enor-
mous glazed breakfast pastry, one of their shared, unspoken 
morning rituals. It’s the day after the annual Science Night, 
and Gorski and McClelland were partners on the project 
“Guitar Pickups”: They built individual electric guitar pickups, 
which involved wrapping very thin wire around magnetics, 
and put them in an old guitar body. 

 The classroom is still set up from the previous evening, 
with the various projects on display, and the students take 
turns explaining their research—Ruben’s Tube, Dancing 
Water, Superconductor Levitation, to name a few— to one 
another. They spend approximately three weeks creating 
their projects, starting when they return to school after 
spring break. The class is dismissed 10 minutes early with 
the promise of a new unit beginning the following week.

9:4 6 A . M .  –  FOU N D T I M E
For McClelland, unscheduled time means squeezing in one of 
his many extracurriculars; in addition to starring as Curly in 
the spring musical Oklahoma!, he’s also acting in the Upper 
School drama showcase Poley Fest, and is a member of the 
choir, the a cappella group, and the founder of a barbershop 
quartet. McClelland has just written a new arrangement of 
“Coney Island Baby” (which took him “a few hours” to do the 
previous evening, after returning home from Science Night) 
for eight parts—the four regular quartet members, plus four 
“guest” faculty members—and the group will be rehearsing 
during the upcoming lunch period. McClelland wants to 
review the new arrangement with Teri Gemberling-Johnson, 
the group’s faculty advisor, before the rehearsal, so we’re 
headed back across Coulter Street to Poley Auditorium, on 
the second floor of the Main Building, to find her. 
 So if McClelland is rehearsing during lunch period, when 
does he actually eat lunch? “Today I’ll probably just nibble 
in between [singing] parts, sneak in some bites here or there,” 
he says matter-of-factly, and I get the feeling that this is the 
norm for him. “My mom still packs me lunch every day.” (And 
indeed, during the barbershop quartet rehearsal a little later, 
I catch McClelland sneaking apple slices during warm-ups.) 
“I never have a free lunch,” he admits. “I have rehearsals four 
out of five lunch periods a week.”

10:10 A . M .  –  T H I R D PE R IOD
We arrive at Aaron Preetam’s U.S. History class in the Alumni 
Building five minutes late. McClelland forgot about the third-
eighth period switch, so we went to calculus in Hargroves 
first before he realized his mistake. On the way, I ask him if 
he finds it hard to concentrate on school when he’s known 
since December that he was accepted to Penn for next year. 
 “I’ve actually found it to be helpful,” he shares. “For 
example, if I don’t finish a homework assignment, I’m more 
relaxed about it now, I don’t beat myself up over it, I feel 
less stressed. It gives me better perspective.” McClelland 
estimates his homework load for the year as “between three 
and four hours a night,” and even in his senior spring comes 
to a nightly average of three hours. He aims to go to bed by 
10:45 p.m. on school nights, in pursuit of eight hours of sleep, 
but admits that his bedtime is usually closer to 11:30 p.m. 
 When we finally enter Preetam’s class, the students are 
engaged in playing The Great Game, which entails foreign 
policy machinations to make one’s nation the most domi-
nant in the world through the creation of public and private 

“I suppose I sometimes find 
school stressful, but I never 
let it show regardless,” says 
McClelland. “I understand the 
importance of just muscling 
through. Everything I do, I 
signed up for.”
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treaties, serving as a preview to the entangled alliances that 
dragged numerous nations into World War I. McClelland 
and Evan Gorski are teamed up together again, represent-
ing Belgium. It’s a frenzied game of diplomacy, with the 
students circulating the room trying to make alliances and 
plan invasions in order to achieve dominance. McClelland 
and Gorski get caught up in the chaos, but by the end of 
class have aligned and unaligned with various countries, 
leaving them alone and vulnerable.

10:52 A . M .  –  LU NCH
After history, it’s back across Coulter Street to Poley again, 
for official Barbershop Quartet rehearsal. As McClelland 
and the rest of the group run through the arrangement, and 
stanzas of “Coney Island Baby” drift through the room, I can’t 
help wondering to myself, It’s not even 11 a.m.? How come 
his day feels like it goes by so much more slowly than mine? 

1 1 :39 A . M .  –  F I F T H PE R IOD
We arrive at McClelland’s next class, Reader’s Theater, in 
the West Room of the Loeb Performing Arts Center. It’s a 
survey course for juniors and seniors interested in reading 
plays within a theatrical historical context. The class is busy 
divvying up parts in “Angels of America,” Tony Kushner’s 
Tony-winning play that they’re currently in the middle of. 
It’s a nice break from the hectic back-and-forth of the last 
couple of hours, and I can feel McClelland relax beside 
me as he follows along in the script, munching on a peanut 
butter-and-jelly sandwich. 

As part of their year-long, Strategy Through Inquiry 
discernment process, Rawlings and Culp collected infor-
mation on the subject of student well-being from various 
stakeholders in the GFS community: students themselves, 
faculty, staff, parents, alumni, School Committee members, 
and friends of the school. Through conversations, focus 
groups, and pilot projects, they recorded feedback and 
accumulated data, and came to three main conclusions 
regarding the needs and desires of faculty and students 
(which are pretty much aligned with one another): They 
want more unstructured time in their day—to reflect, to 
connect with one another, to recharge; they want more 
agency and choice, to feel empowered and have permis-
sion to simplify their schedules and say “no” to things; 
and, most importantly, they want to be known.
 “Everyone wants more unscheduled time in their day 
to get things done,” Rawlings says. “Faculty wants to be 
able to connect with colleagues, meet with students, or 
prepare for their next class. Students want more face time 
with teachers and with one another, they want to feel 
more of a connection to the community, they want more 
all-school, cross-division, large group activities. Everyone 

has too much on their plates, and expressed a desire to 
make choices based on passion and love, not just need. 
And at the heart of it all is the wellness component: the 
desire for each student to be known beyond how they look 
on paper. This translates into creating a better structure to 
support them as individuals, to check in with them more 
often to ask, ‘How did that feel?’ and have them actively 
reflect on their student experience.”
 This spring, Rawlings and Culp asked focus groups of 
Upper and Middle School students to fill out pie charts 
documenting how they actually spend their time versus 
their ideal allocation of time, and then asked faculty and 
staff members to do the same. In the Upper School, the 
range of hours spent on homework was 1.5-5 hours per 
night, and both students and faculty indicated, consistent 
with the current research on the value of homework, their 
“ideal” would be to minimize the amount assigned. Last 
August, department heads convened around the concept 
of homework, and came up with a few models for the 
faculty to experiment with. 
 “One thing that was suggested was to give no home-
work and see what that does to teaching and learning, or 
have students do reading and work in class to see how 
long it actually takes,” explains Rawlings. “I think there’s 
a disconnect sometimes between our expectation of how 
long we think homework should take and how long it 
actually does take.”

1 2:21 P. M .  –  SI X T H PE R IOD 
McClelland’s statistics class meets in Hargroves, so we cross 
campus—and Coulter Street—yet again, and take a seat. 
The teacher is absent today, so a substitute distributes a 
confidence interval quiz, which McClelland tackles quickly, 
followed by a worksheet that is supposed to be completed 
by the end of class. While many of the kids are still finish-
ing their quizzes, and others are goofing off—even after the 
substitute asks them repeatedly to settle down—McClelland 
methodically makes his way through the worksheet and 
records his findings on the board.  When I remark later that 

HE BLINDED ME WITH SCIENCE: As part of the study of electrostatics, McClelland (above) 
uses a Van de Graaff generator to produce a large static spark.
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F AC U LT Y  F O C U S

he seems very relaxed at school, and didn’t seem stressed 
at all during the course of our day together, he responded, “I 
suppose I sometimes find school stressful, but that’s mainly 
because of the workload at home, and I never let it show 
regardless. When I’m at school, I understand the importance 
of just muscling through and not being a bad sport about it. 
Everything I do, I signed up for.”

1 :05 P. M .  –  SE V E N T H PE R IOD
To get to the choir room, which is on the third floor of the 
Main Building, we cross Coulter Street again, and ascend 
three flights of stairs. I’m carrying McClelland’s backpack 
now, which is beyond heavy—20 pounds!—and wondering 
how he does this all day, every day. McClelland is the choir 
president, and is obviously well liked by the other members: 
Everyone greets him as he enters the room; he is clearly in 
his element. He settles into warm-ups before the group is 
split into parts, and the tenors and basses retreat to another 
room for section rehearsal. McClelland tells me later that 
Barbershop Quartet and choir were his favorite parts of our 
day together, and I can see why: he seems the most relaxed, 
inspired, and invested when he’s engrossed in the music, 
singing along with his peers.

1 :52 P. M .  –  E IGH T H PE R IOD
I must admit, calculus is a blur, even with the dynamic teach-
ing of Devra Ramsey, who has embraced the concept of 
the “reverse” classroom: She assigns video lessons for the 
students to watch at home in the evenings, then has them do 
their homework in class. McClelland walks me through each 
problem on his worksheet, patiently explaining as he goes 

along, but I can’t concentrate. All I can think is, How does 
he do this every day? How did I do this every day when 
I was a student at GFS? So many transitions and location 
changes, my Fitbit is going berserk! And he still has play 
rehearsal after school!

ST U DE N T ST R E SS IS R E A L .
 This is another of Rawlings’ and Culp’s most important 
findings during their year of exploring student well-being. 
And the idea of “competitive stress”—acting stressed to 
seem like you care or to go along with the group—exists 
as well. “If everyone’s freaking out about something in 
class, instead of kids saying, ‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it,’ 
they do the opposite. They think—and this is why stress 
is contagious—‘If I act stressed, too, it’s like me showing 
that I’m in it, that I care and want to do well, and I will do 
well if I act stressed.’”
 As part of their Whole Being study, Rawlings and Culp 
have piloted a few projects to directly address the stress 
factor. Rawlings introduced the Mindfulness Program in 
the tenth grade health education curriculum, an eight-
session, mindfulness-based stress reduction program, 
developed in conjunction with renowned Philadelphia 
pediatrician and health and wellness expert Dr. Bidi 
McSorley. It exposes students to strategies and skills to 
deal with stress and create awareness, showing them how 
to “check in” with themselves to see how things feel. There 
is also hope that the new schedule the school is adopting 
for the 2017-18 academic year will also benefit students’ 
well-being: built-in time for community and collaborative 
learning; scheduled student club and activity time in an 
effort to keep lunch periods free for eating and social-
izing; fewer—and longer—class periods per day, resulting 
in less transitions; a delayed start time one day per week 
so students—and teachers—can feel more rested and less 
rushed.
 Head of School Dana Weeks sees the implementation 
of the new schedule as a crucial step toward envisioning 
the future of education at GFS. “Central to our mission is to 
know our students and to empathize with their experience, 
and no two students—or their experiences—are exactly 
the same,” she says. “We have to make sure to allow for 
sufficient flexibility and responsiveness. We need to put 
in place the proper conditions in order for our students 
to thrive.”
 And Rawlings and Culp believe that focusing on well-
ness, on students’ “whole being,” is the way to get there. 
“We have to raise the bar as a school,” Culp concludes. 
“With great opportunity and expectations also comes the 
responsibility to nurture students who learn to navigate 
life, passions, and responsibilities in the healthiest ways. 
This needs to be held up as our guiding star.”

READ ALOUD: McClelland (above, center right) is relaxed and engaged during his Reader's 
Theater class in the West Room, which doubles as his lunch period.


