
The 
Distinguishing 

Slice

by Cliff HauptmanAs misunderstood as it 
is vital, the Annual Fund 
is an integral part of 
an independent school 
education.
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A bright yellow school bus wends its 
way north through the flaming New 
England foliage and unloads its 

cargo of  Pike Third Graders in the parking 
lot of  New Hampshire’s Nashua National 
Fish Hatchery. Here, amid concrete 
breeding tanks, holding Atlantic salmon 
the size of  fence posts, the Third Graders 
experience the first of  the two most 
memorable events in their study of  water, 
watersheds, and wetland ecology. 

This first field trip to the hatchery, and 
its hands-on encounter with a bowlful 
of  Day-Glo-orange eggs newly squeezed 
from a gravid female salmon, is prelude 
to their receiving a mass of  fertilized 
Atlantic salmon eggs to hatch and raise in 
their classroom. The second field trip, five 
months later in May, when the hatchlings 
have grown to the size of  an inchworm, 
takes the Third Graders back north to the 
Skowhegan River for a second memorable 
event. There they release their charges to 
the natural environment and, literally, wade 
into the ecosystem to encounter its other 
denizens: crayfish, aquatic insects, and 
minnows.

Those invaluable field trips, and similar 
curricular expeditions experienced by every 
Pike student in every grade, every year, are 
complete strangers to the slice of  Pike’s 
annual budget designated as “Tuition.” 
Rather, like quite a few other items that are 
often taken for granted as being normal 
operating procedure at Pike, the monies to 
pay for those trips come from a section of  
the pie that constitutes the thirteen percent 
of  the budget not covered by income from 
tuition, specifically the six-percent slice 
labeled “Annual Fund.”

So what exactly is the Annual Fund? As 
defined by Tara McCabe, Pike’s Director 
of  the Office of  Development, Alumni 
Relations, and Communications, the Annual 
Fund is a volunteer-driven, peer-to-peer, 

fundraising program that affords members 
of  the Pike community a tax-deductable 
opportunity to contribute to the school’s 
operating budget. “Most importantly,” 
explains Christen Hazel, McCabe’s 
Associate Director, “is that Annual Fund 
gifts are used as they come in. In other 
words, the Annual Fund is not a reserve 
that we’re holding for next year’s budget; 
it’s income that we’re depending on now to 
pay for the current fiscal year’s expenses. As 
an integral part of  the budget, determined 
this year to require a target of  $630,000, 
the stream of  contributions to the Annual 
Fund directly impacts the school’s cash flow 
throughout this academic year.”

A universal fixture in the culture of  
independent schools as a means of  keeping 
tuitions affordable, the Annual Fund is 
unfortunately misunderstood and appears 
to many as something of  a shell game. On 
the surface, it seems that while families are 
paying a lower tuition, it is a tuition that 
falls short of  covering the actual cost of  
educating their child. So, in addition, they 
are expected to contribute the difference in 
the form of  an annual donation. Wouldn’t it 
be simpler to just charge the full amount the 
school needs? 

The answer is no. While tuition is charged 
only to families with children currently 
at Pike, the Annual Fund draws from a 
community many times that size. Among 
members of  the Board of  Trustees, current 
parents, former parents, alumni, faculty, 
staff, administrators, grandparents, and 
friends, about 4,000 people constitute the 
pool of  potential donors to the Annual 
Fund. Thus, while offering a tax deduction 
opportunity and keeping tuition lower, 
the Annual Fund spreads the cost of  the 
shortfall over a much greater number 
of  contributors and unites, over time 
and distance, a community of  families 
and individuals who share a common 
stewardship. 

Keeping Balance
Independent schools like The Pike School 
differ from public schools in that they 
charge tuition, rather than receiving money 
from local government. Public schools have 
no mechanism for altering their budget to 
meet changes in short-term needs; if  there 
are more students, classes get larger, rather 
than more teachers being added; if  new 
curricula are introduced, others must be 
dropped; if  local budgets are cut, school 
programs are eliminated. Independent 
schools, on the other hand, control their 
own budgets, but they perform a fine and 
artful balancing act in doing so.

To consistently offer an outstanding 
education to its students and a manifest 

Providing magnificent 
teaching and resources 
cannot simply be a 
matter of presenting 
magnified tuition bills.

value to their families, an independent 
school like Pike must attract and retain first-
rate teachers. It must be able to dependably 
equip those teachers with the resources 
they need to design creative curricula and 
impart to their students skills, knowledge, 
self-confidence, and a love of  learning. It 
must maintain a physical environment that 
promotes such activity. And, if  it recognizes 
a social obligation to its community, as most 
independent schools do, it must offer a 
means of  access to families who would not 
otherwise be able to afford the expense of  
attendance.
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Independent schools must provide all 
that while keeping their costs competitive, 
because parents seeking independent 
schools are not limited to the local offering.  
For independent schools, therefore, 
providing magnificent teaching and 
resources cannot simply be a matter of  
presenting magnified tuition bills.

Typically, independent schools strive to 
spend as much as possible on staff  and 
faculty salaries, benefits, and professional 
development. They must also, of  course, 
cover their expenses for heating, electricity, 
phones, water, sewage, insurance, and 
maintenance, as well as provisioning a fund 
for financial assistance. Then it must pay 
for replacement resources: books, paper, 
pencils, art supplies, sports equipment, 
food, and other supplies, as well as upgrades 
to computer hardware and software and 
other new technology. 

If  an independent school skimps on 
any of  those elements, it quickly ceases 
to be desirable. An ample selection of  
independent schools—Pike among them-
-that liberally support those expenses 
populate the North Shore region of  
Massachusetts, giving families plenty of  
reason to abandon inferior programs. Yet, 
if  a school dared to set its tuition fee so 
that it actually covered its cost per student, 
it would surely jeopardize its goal of  full 
enrollment.

Therein lies the balancing act.

A glance at the pie charts that represent 
Pike’s income and expenses for fiscal 
year 2008-09 give some insight into the 
process. Each year, members of  Pike’s 
Board of  Trustees evaluate Pike’s priorities 
in accordance with its strategic vision. 
Foremost is faculty: how much in terms 
of  salaries, benefits, and professional 
development can Pike afford to spend so 
that the school, in comparison to its peer 
schools, is attractive to the best teachers? As 
it turns out, according to statistics kept by 
the National Association of  Independent 
Schools (NAIS), the average portion that 
goes toward salaries among 337 elementary 
day schools nationwide is about seventy-
two percent of  the total budget. Pike’s 
seventy-four percent of  the total reflects the 
high value Pike places on faculty as a vital 
factor in establishing excellence. Yet, setting 
faculty salaries higher than that would either 
require reductions in the resources available 
for other vital expenses, or force Pike to 
increase tuition. 

According to those same NAIS national 
statistics, Pike already averages about two 
percent higher among the 337 elementary 
day schools in that portion of  its income 
that is gained through tuition (although 
Pike’s tuition is highly competitive with 
those of  its peer schools in northeastern 
Massachusetts). So, anything greater than 
an incremental increase in tuition is not 
an option. Add investment income, which 
accounts for just a small portion of  Pike’s 
total income, and only ninety-four percent 
of  the school’s expenses are covered.

One more quick peek at the NAIS data 
reveals that, on average, the 337 elementary 
day schools across the country obtain about 
eight-and-a-half  percent of  their income 
from gifts. Of  Pike’s pie, that corresponds 
to the six-percent slice labeled “Annual 
Fund,” the slice that rounds out the budget 
and makes possible the field trips, the 
special equipment and substrate for the 
playgrounds, the chemicals for the science 
labs and the glazes for the ceramics studio, 
the new cubbies and gym floor, the air 
conditioning for the dining room, the extra 
overhead projectors for the classrooms, 
the visiting performers and artists, and the 
myriad other expenses that fall beyond the 
itemized necessities, but which profoundly 
enrich a student’s experience and contribute 
so meaningfully to the unique gestalt that is 
Pike.
 
Building Community
The significance of  the community-building 
aspect of  the Annual Fund cannot be 
overemphasized. From the oldest former 
teacher to the parents of  the newest Pre-
kindergarten students, and from the most 
local staff  members to the most distant 
alumni living abroad, those who contribute 
to the annual fund share a common 
bond of  esteem for Pike’s excellence, 
commitment to Pike’s mission and values, 
and responsibility for Pike’s future. They 
are each claiming their stake in Pike and 
validating the school’s hallmark, in the 
broadest sense possible, as a close-knit, 
family-oriented environment. And those 
farthest away from Pike, in either years or 
miles, apply the school’s motto of  non sibi 
solum (not for oneself  alone) to the greatest 
extent, for their support is purely for the 
benefit of  others.
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Pike alumni parents Frank and Penny Cieri, 
for example, are as enthusiastic about Pike 
today as they were nearly fifteen years ago 
when they began the application process 
for their daughter, Elizabeth ’06, now at 
Trinity College, and, later, for son Frank 
Jr. ’09, now at The Governor’s Academy. 
That persisting enthusiasm is fueled not 
only by the quality of  their children’s time at 
Pike and their appreciation of  the resulting 
preparation for secondary school, but also 
by a strong sense of  belonging, a feeling of  
remaining a part of  some indelible part of  
their family history, like a first home. Thus, 
they continue to be fervent Pike boosters. 

“We need to stress to parents that they have 
to be as excited when their child is here as 
they were the day they were admitted,” says 
Frank. “They have to remember what they 
were thinking and feeling when they were 
going through the application process and 
thought they weren’t going to get in.” 

“They have to be reminded,” adds Penny, 
“of  how badly they wanted to get in here 
and why they wanted to get in here.” “And 
now that they’re here, it’s not over,” says 
Frank. “Now they need to come through. 
This is your child who may be here for 
eight or nine years. You need to make a 
difference.”

The beauty of  the Annual Fund is that 
you can continue to make a difference. 
Whether a current or alumni parent of  a 
Pike student, or a past student yourself, 
you have the opportunity to remain a 
key advocate for a community that will 
continue imparting to future generations the 
essentials of  life in which you believe: a life-
long love of  learning, respect for others, the 
joy of  physical activity, and a creative spirit. 
The level of  excellence with which Pike 
continues to perform that mission is yours 
to determine.


