
by Laura Russell

Identifying

A Pike education is a journey that prepares students 
to be independent learners and responsible citizens.
(from The Pike School Mission Statement)

Our goal is to provide students with the tools to 
reflect upon and embrace their identities and 
to engage in conversations in order to grow in an 
ever more diverse global community.
(from The Pike School Diversity Statement)
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Pike students practice living Pike’s 
mission every day, and at the end 
of  Eighth Grade, they are equipped 

with a variety of  tools to help them navigate 
their next-school experience. In Pike’s Ninth 
Grade, students are asked to live the mission 
in ways that are visible to themselves and 
to the community. By Ninth Grade, an 
“independent learner” is a student who is 
expected to engage personally, as well as 
intellectually, and a “responsible citizen” 
in Ninth Grade is one who is expected to 
build community, not just participate in 
community.  

In December 2009, five students in Grade 
9 attended the Student Diversity Leadership 
Conference (SDLC) in Denver where they 
learned that an important step in building 
community is determining their identity 
within the community. Sponsored by the 
National Association of  Independent 
Schools, the conference leaders used the 
theme “Mine, Yours & Ours: The Responsibility 
to Navigate the Rapids of  Change” to challenge 
high school students from independent 
schools all over the United States. The Pike 
students’ goals were to explore issues of  
diversity and identity and then to lead the 
Pike community in understanding these new 
ideas and challenges.

To start their exploration, students at the 
conference were asked to determine their 
own identity by focusing on eight identifiers: 
age, class, ability, sexual orientation, race, 
ethnicity, gender, and religion.  This was 
a time for the participants to reflect on all 
the facets that make them unique. This 
kind of  reflection had a different impact 
on each Pike student. One white student 
realized that she had never really considered 
her identity: “I really started to notice that 
we are not only just [the color] white. [The 
conversations at the conference] brought 
me back to my ethnicities and my heritage 
and where I came from.” 

When the Pike students returned to 
Andover and presented their experience to 
the entire Pike faculty, the students exuded 
the feeling of  power that comes with being 
able to claim one’s identity for oneself  
and not be limited by an identity given to 
them by others. They stood up and proudly 
said, “I am 14.” “I am middle class.” “I am 
Jewish and Christian.” “I am able bodied.” 
“I am heterosexual.” “I am Dominican.” “I 
am female.”

Their reflections on the identity of  others 
were equally powerful. One student 
commented on how she viewed others after 
thinking about her own identity: 

“You can’t just walk down the street and 
say [someone’s] from Africa because of  
the color of  their skin. The color of  their 
skin has nothing to do with their ethnicity. I 
didn’t do that as much before, but I’m really 
conscious when I do it now.”

Another student commented on her ethnic 
and racial heritage in a way that reflects the 
freedom that can come from claiming one’s 
identity:

“In the Asian group, there were two ends of  
the spectrum: people who have what they 
call ‘Asian pride’ and people who did not. 
I was in the group that did not have ‘Asian 
pride’ because I look Asian. But I figured 
out a long time ago that my culture and my 
heritage is more American, because I was 
adopted.”

At the end of  the conference, armed 
with a clearer sense of  self, students 
were challenged to engage personally 
in strengthening their own school 
communities. They returned home with 
powerful, new stories and a drive to actively 
build community wherever they are. 

The students 
exuded the feeling 
of power that 
comes with being 
able to claim one’s 
identity for oneself.

Hearing others’ stories opened their eyes to the 
experiences of their peers at schools similar to 
their own. 
Before going to the conference, the 
Pike Ninth Grade students were aware 
that young people have experienced 
discrimination or intolerance in many places 
in this country, but they were deeply moved 
by the stories they heard from students at 
other independent schools. One African-
American student shared that when she 
returned home from her boarding school, 
her neighborhood friends saw her very 
differently from when she had left. They 
asked her, “Since when did you turn white?” 
And when this young woman returned to 
her school, she recalled being asked, “How 
come you’re here? You’re not rich.” For 
one of  the Nines, this story helped her 
understand the confusion some students of  
color experience as they travel between their 
home and their school; these students have 
dual identities, but they may not feel they 
belong in either place. This was a new idea 
for some of  the Pike students.

They were able to test what they believed, and 
their beliefs were tested.
In their own words:
“It was more personal when someone 
was face-to-face telling you their story.” 
“We talked about being white allies. Some 
kids did not want to be allies.” “A person 
who was gay said he didn’t support gay 
marriage.” “I thought I was supposed to be 
colorblind.”

They engaged in civil discourse.
Talking about sensitive issues is challenging 
for all of  us, but the Pike students had the 
chance to participate in and learn from their 
peers in a setting that valued honesty and 
compassion. In their own words:
“’Mad’ isn’t yelling at each other. There were 
strong feelings, tons of  people with big 
opinions.”
“I remember a time in my affinity group 
when we were all shocked when one guy 
said, ‘The way to battle racism is with 
racism.’ There was just silence in the room, 
then so many hands popped up.”

They are passing their insights along to others 
in the community.
This year, the Association of  Independent 
Schools of  New England selected Pike 
to host its Middle School Diversity 
Conference, which took place on Saturday, 
October 23, and was attended by more 
than 200 middle school students from 11 
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schools. There, three of  last year’s Nines 
were able to achieve one of  their goals 
by sharing some of  their experience with 
middle-school-aged students from all 
over Massachusetts. This time, in their 
role as leaders, the now-young alums were 
responsible for helping younger students 
explore the issues of  diversity and identity 
through reflection, dialogue, and exposure 
to different cultures. 

Lydia Godo-Solo ’10 opened the day 
with remarks about how her involvement 
in Pike’s affinity group gave her the 
desire to pursue diversity work at her 
secondary school. Pike alumnae Rachel 
Bolton ’10 and Maria Karamourtopoulos 
’10 helped teachers Betsy DeVries and 
Lori Goldenberg facilitate workshops on 
“Exploring Identity in Our Gendered 
World” and “Media and Gender: Fighting 
Stereotypes.” In these workshops, Rachel 
and Maria used what they had learned at the 
SDLC the previous year to help the younger 
students explore their own identities. 

They asked the students when they first 
became aware of  how we categorize 
others and what some of  those categories 
are. As the younger students shared their 
stories, Maria and Rachel were awed by the 
students’ interest and insights into their own 
identities. Maria said, “They knew more 
than I did in some areas. The kids really had 
a passion for discussing diversity, and I was 
shocked. They had so many questions about  
identity…. It was amazing to see kids at 
such a young age really trying to figure out 
who they truly were.”

They learned more by teaching others. 
Maria and Rachel had much to offer their 
younger peers, and at the conference they 
were able to help create a safe space for 
these students to share some powerful 
ideas. Ultimately, however, these two young 
women were humbled and moved by what 

they learned from teaching the younger 
students. According to Maria, “All the kids 
I talked to were so knowledgeable. There 
was very little to teach them…. They had 
so much to say, and I think they loved that 
they had the opportunity to say it. The kids 
who choose to go to these conferences are 
passionate….We have to share our passion. 
It will make the world a more educated 
place, and with that comes the feeling of  
safety.”

Rachel had a similar reaction. She said, “I 
was amazed at how many middle schoolers 
were there on a Saturday morning. It was 
really exciting to see these crowds of  
excited kids come through the doors. The 
most enthusiastic kids were the 5th and 
6th graders…. I was really surprised and 
disappointed to learn that many of  these 
kids had already experienced stereotyping 
based on race, gender, and ethnicity.”

At the conference in Denver, high school 
students were challenged to work towards 
making their schools safer and more 
accepting. The Pike students who attended 
the conference have taken on this challenge 
with integrity and commitment, and they 
now challenge current students and faculty 
to embrace the talents and contributions 
of  each individual, making our community 
richer, safer, and more complete.

Pike students had 
the chance to learn 
from their peers 
in a setting that 
valued honesty 
and compassion.

Who are they?
The five students who attended the Denver conference each chose to identify 
themselves as follows:

Angela 
14, Asian, Chinese, female, agnostic, middle class, able-bodied, heterosexual

Juliette
15, able-bodied, heterosexual, middle class, American, South Korean, 
agnostic, female

Rachel
15, middle class, German, British, African, Jewish, Christian, Caucasian, 
female, heterosexual, able-bodied

Briana
14, able-bodied, heterosexual, middle class, Dominican-American, Dominican, 
Christian, female

Maria
15, able-bodied, Greek, Italian, Caucasian, Catholic, female, middle class, 
heterosexual
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