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Defining 
Leadership 
at Pike

In a setting like Pike, 
where teachers can 
know each student 
individually and well, 
leaders are recognized 
not by their titles, but by 
their behaviors.
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The latest issue of  Verbatim, the 

Upper School literary magazine, lists 
the names of  twenty-one students, 

in no discernible order, who compose its 
board. But no one is identified as its editor. 

The Middle School Service Club, a highly 
active group that provides opportunities 
for students and their parents to participate 
together in an impressive list of  community 
service projects, has no student president, 
vice president, nor hierarchy of  any kind.

Pike’s Student Council has no officers, 
either. There is no school president, no 
king or queen of  the Chess Club, no official 
mouthpiece of  the multi-award-winning 
Speech Team, no top brass of  the school 
orchestra.

One could easily conclude that The Pike 
School is seriously wanting in leadership 
opportunities for its students, many of  whom 
will be competing for limited admission to 
selective secondary schools against students 
whose applications boast editorships, 
presidential office, and other discernable titles 
of  leadership. That conclusion, however, 
would be wrong.

Pike’s wealth of  leadership opportunities 
is well known to the secondary schools to 
which Pike students apply. They are fully 
aware of  Pike’s philosophy that positions of  
leadership do not require titles; that precisely 
because few of  them are permanently held, 
far more leadership roles arise on a daily basis; 
that most Pike students have demonstrated 
their leadership abilities when the right 
opportunity has presented itself; and that the 
anecdotal reports from Pike’s advisors and 
teachers provide greater insight to a student’s 
leadership abilities than a title in a list of  
extracurricular activities.

Rather than have students fill established, 
traditional roles, Pike’s leadership positions 
arise organically, as needed, according to 
Betsy DeVries, history teacher and Ninth 
Grade team leader. “Each year, the students, 
themselves, step up and try to identify and 
seek leadership opportunities within the 
community. While the traditional set of  

expectations for leadership is that the 
student is always up in front of  the room, 
making the speeches and doing the song 
and dance, what we try to do at Pike is offer 
them opportunities and give them a scaffold 
for achievements throughout the year,” 
she explains. “Those may take the form of  
setting up an appointment with a division 
head to talk about the recycling needs of  
the division, asking appropriate questions 
and eliciting the information necessary to 
move forward with the project, or phoning 
Town Hall.”

Many of  the leadership opportunities at 
Pike, particularly in the Upper and Middle 
Schools, originate by asking the students 
where they see the needs and what legacy 
they would like to leave at the school. 
That, in itself, provides each student with 
leadership potential, affording them an 
opportunity to define and promote new 
projects, whether for the school, such 
as a recycling initiative, or for the larger 
community, such as a food drive. Yet, even 
within projects they have not personally 
initiated, Pike students use that framework 
of  identifying needs to adopt leadership 
roles according to their own areas of  
interest and expertise. Those interested in 
technology create ways in which they can 
use computers and multimedia to further 
the enterprise. Likewise, those with other 
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interests and abilities devise their own 
roles. Leadership positions, like batons in 
a relay race, are passed along from student 
to student as projects engender new ideas, 
meet new obstacles, change directions, or 
identify new needs. 

And because Pike classes are small, and 
teachers are so thoroughly acquainted with 
each of  their students, the spontaneous 
dynamics within this framework of  
achievement are closely monitored. The 
result is that teachers can advise students 
on an individual basis about leadership 
opportunities. They can encourage the 
reticent by showing that leadership need 
not involve intimidating, high-profile, 
activity, but, rather, that it often occurs 
as the result of  unassuming skills in 
areas of  organization, interpersonal 
relations, technology, art, conceptual or 
strategic thinking, and many others. In 
addition, teachers can point out, in the 
assessments they write for secondary school 
applications, the true signs of  leadership 
and achievement each child displays, their 
progress in these regards, and aspects of  
their personalities that point to specific 
areas of  potential growth and success. 
In such an environment, a student who 
habitually presents himself  as a model of  
helpfulness and courtesy, for example, 
by holding doors open or stopping to 
help someone pick up dropped papers, is 
recognized as a leader—not with a title that 
can be listed on a resume, but certainly as 
a character trait that will be noted by an 
adviser.

Such anecdotal insights are of  far more 
use to the admission committees of  
secondary schools than a list of  leadership 
titles. “The feedback we get from the elite, 
independent, secondary schools” according 
to DeVries, “is that, ’nearly everyone who 
applies here is their school’s president. So 
that doesn’t really tell us much.’”  Another 
secondary school administrator, who 
asked not to be identified, lamented the 
tendency of  other schools in Pike’s peer 
group to place so much emphasis on 
applicants’ catalogs of  traditional leadership 
achievements. Rather, the administrator 
suggested, letter writers should be saying 
things like, “So-and-so showed maturity 
and leadership in making good choices by 
not playing on three sports teams. Instead, 
she left herself  some time to free-read 
books and articles about her interest 
in…whatever.”

Still, Pike encourages and supports individual 
initiatives of  the more traditional kind. 
“Three classmates and I wanted to start an 
a cappella group in Seventh Grade,” recalls 
Rachel Collins ’00. “We asked [Music/Music 
Theater/Arts Department Head] Larry 
Robertson about it, and he embraced the 
idea even beyond our expectations, giving up 
his free time to help us rehearse, choosing 
music for our repertoire, and arranging 
opportunities for us to perform in front of  
real audiences, both at school and in the 
greater community. As a direct result of  that 
experience, one of  our group went on to join 
a group in college and record a CD. Pike has 
always been a place where, if  students show 
initiative, they’ll never lack for support.”

The path to leadership begins with the paving 
stones of  self-reliance, competence, and 
responsibility, and those are laid down at the 
very beginnings of  a Pike education. “In Pre-
K, children are given weekly jobs, which are 
an opportunity to gain responsibility,” explains 
First Grade teacher Carolyn Tobey. “But 
as the child gets older, these tasks becomes 
leadership opportunities, because the jobs 
they’re performing might be teaching about 
the calendar every morning for a week, or 
teaching the class about counting money on 
the money chart. So those jobs that reinforce 
and foster responsibility also become 
leadership roles—doing something in front of  
your peers and teaching them something.”

Modeling leadership behavior, whole grades 
take on the responsibility of  teaching the 
rest of  Lower School about specific subjects, 
such as improvement of  the environment, 
in assemblies. During Lower School’s 
“Rainbow Days,” each grade takes on the 
responsibility of  teaching the rest of  the 
division about Pike’s mission and values. 
These group opportunities, along with the 
assigned individual tasks in the classrooms, 
prepare every Lower School student with 
the skills to step into leadership positions 
throughout their time at Pike and beyond. 
“Developmentally,” says Tobey, “this is how 
the training begins; when they’re young, you 
have to give them examples of  how a leader 
acts.”

In Middle School, students are given greater 
responsibility in their leadership training. Not 
only must they take ownership of  their own 
assigned tasks in the classroom, but they also 
take turns experiencing the additional duty of  
managing their classmates. As “jobmaster,” 
students oversee the duties of  others; they 

learn to step in and help when needed, to 
motivate others, and to assert themselves. 
“Down in the lunchroom,” says Head of  
Middle School Bo Baird, “you have Third 
Graders who are needing to stand up to 
these “hulking” Fifth Graders and say, ’No, 
you have to stop and wait to go in.’ Even if, 
in some cases, the students are not doing as 
good a job as if  a teacher did it, what we’re 
doing is giving them the expectation that 
they can take on leadership roles, that they 
can be responsible. And that’s crucial in 
order for them to grow in that dimension.”

One activity that was initiated this year 
involves a group of  five or six students, one 
of  whom is appointed as leader, who have 
to organize their bodies into a particular 
object, such as an elephant. After this 
is attempted, the students are debriefed 
about how the process went. The leaders 
experience the tumult of  being bombarded 
with disparate suggestions, and the other 
members of  the group find that their ideas 
may be entirely rejected. According to 
Baird, “All emerge with an understanding 
of  what it means to be a good leader, but 
they also learn what it means to be a good 
follower. And you need to be both. As a 
leader, you need to be responsive, and as 
a follower you need to understand what 
the needs of  the leader are. What we’re 
looking to instill are the leadership traits of  
inclusiveness, collaboration, and consensus 
building.”

Beyond the leadership opportunities created 
by the teachers, students in Middle School 
are urged to initiate their own opportunities. 
“Probably the best example of  that is the 
Middle School Service Club,” says Baird. 
“There, students have to go out and do 
the research themselves to find projects 
they think would be good for the entire 
group to undertake. Then they have to 
present their idea to the group. Now, this is 
not as momentous as a political candidate 
addressing adoring fans, but they are taking 
the responsibility of  trying it on. And 
that’s a lot of  what leadership is in Middle 
School—making attempts, trying it on, 
sometimes in little steps and sometimes in 
larger ones.”

That formula of  mixing leadership training 
and practice pervades the whole of  a Pike 
education. Teachers create activities and 
supply structures on which the ideals and 
behaviors of  leadership are modeled, and 
myriad opportunities are provided. Students 
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take the initiative to practice their skills 
at taking charge, asserting themselves, 
motivating their peers, providing support, 
offering ideas, and accepting responsibility 
Some will blossom while still at Pike, while 
others will not show their colors until later, 
but all will have had considerable exposure 
to the skills and ample opportunity for the 
practice of  being the future leaders of  their 
generation.

 Spring 2008   The Quill           13


