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Fortunately, the past year at the Sierra Friends Center has been much calmer than the previous year.  As always, there is activity and change, but the changes were mostly expected and the activities planned.  Our most significant change this year was the Head of School leadership transition from Dorothy Henderson to Gray Horwitz at the end of the spring semester. It was well planned and went very smoothly. I will start with the present and then reflect over the past year.

Our board will expand to nine with the approval of the names brought to you this weekend.  Phyllis Jewell and Lisa Hubbell will join current board members Sarah Terrell, Delcy Steffy, Doug Milhous, Cindy Trueblood, Muriel Strand, Beth McCleary, and Sandra Schwartz.  We want to acknowledge and thank Donna Eyestone and Sharon Stewart who stepped down after finishing their tenures on the Board in June.   In addition, we would like to thank the many members of the community who serve on committees of the Board especially Buildings and Grounds and Finance, who give many hours of labor, advice and expertise, in particular Peter Trueblood who is currently serving as Clerk of Finance and Gordon Star.  I hesitate to name these two, though they are stellar in their service, because there are so many who have given through the years and currently and I can’t name them all.

In August 2015, we welcomed to the campus eight new community interns, as well as one garden apprentice.   We also welcomed 14 students all of whom seem to be settling into the semester and loving the experience. All of our teaching staff returned, but we had to fill the Environmental Science teacher position, as Gray Horwitz, the previous teacher, became the new Head of School.  We hired someone who did not work out for a variety of reasons and we are currently working to hire a new teacher, currently classes are being taught by Gray Horwitz. The board wants to express a heartfelt thank-you to each member of our current faculty and staff. 

As I think back over the year, I am reminded of the memorial for Mary Jorgensen, held on the field under the great oak tree outside the dining hall on September 14.  Mary was an extraordinary woman, full of energy, surprise, and passionate principled action.  It is both humbling and inspiring to realize that we are carrying forward into the next century her vision for a school where young people from diverse backgrounds, socio-economic levels, cultures, and races will meet and engage in an radical experiment in learning, living and being.  At the end of each semester, we hold a graduation ceremony, where students share significant learning from their personal journeys.  The stories are full of tears and laughter, but each story is tinged with an experience of awe or transformation.  For example, at my first graduation I heard students saying things like, “Woolman is my first community,” or “ My eyes have been opened to a world of suffering and world of brightness through kindness, listening and sharing,”  and my favorite, “Drunk on strawberries, social justice and love, my realist self has caught up with myself”.  It is definitely a ceremony that I invite each of you to make time for in your busy lives because it helps to explain why we keep working so hard to keep the doors open here at The Woolman Semester School and Sierra Friends Center.   Keeping the doors open has many practical aspects like running programs, hiring new staff, raising money, and finding new revenue opportunities. 

Camp Woolman continues to be very popular.  Last summer we expanded camp to five weeks with a full house of 72 campers each week, netting $23,000.  We added a 10 day trek on the Pacific Coast Trail for the Teen Leadership Camp and a one-week farming intensive.  Both additions proved to be popular and went well.   Not only does camp generate needed income for the Center, it provides young people with an experience of friendship, validation, and competence.  Campers play, work together, and push beyond what they may think is possible, physically.  One young friend from my Meeting is not only very proud of the mileage he hiked in the Sierras; but, his growing knowledge of the mountains and surrounding countryside has given him a new opportunity to deeply bond with his retired Forest Service grandfather.  Giving young people an opportunity to learn to be comfortable in the wilderness is an essential component in building the inner strength and confidence to deal with a complicated future.

When Dorothy Henderson returned as Interim Head of School for the Woolman Semester School in March of 2014, we knew it was temporary.  So, starting in the fall of 2014, we formed a search committee comprised of Board, staff, and community members to begin a search for a new Head.  We had a large pool of talented applicants and after a careful discernment process offered the position to Gray Horwitz.  Many of you have met Gray; he was the Environmental Sciences Teacher at Woolman for two years and has just completed his second year as Director of Camp Woolman.  His commitment, love, and dedication to the Center, School and camp are inspiring and heartening.  While we were very sad to see Dorothy go, we feel blessed to have found a new Head who not only understands and loves Woolman/Sierra Friends Center, but sees the potential, loves the experience, and isn’t daunted by the obstacles.

In many ways we feel good about where we are; we have been successful in reaching our fundraising goals last year. We received $336,021 in direct donations and an additional $70,000 was given in the form of forgiven loans. We are making steady progress reducing debt through scheduled loan principal payments and loan forgiveness.  All of this is possible because of the continuous and faithful support of our donors and friends, many of whom are Quaker and from this Quarter.  We can’t say thank you often enough to each of you for your steadfast commitment made manifest through your generous donations throughout the years.

But we are facing challenges, one of which is our enrollment.  Our efforts to reach full enrollment of 24 students per semester continues to be a struggle.  We had 16 students in the fall of 2014, 14 students in the spring and 14 students again this fall, despite the outstanding and creative efforts made by Emily Wheeler, our Admissions Director.  This is something that you can help with; if you know progressive educators in your community please share their names with me, or others on the Board.  Take our literature with you and share it; put the flyers and postcards out in public places and if you know young people who are the right age, tell them about Woolman.  We can put them in touch with Woolman Semester alumni who are the best spokespersons for the experience.  And, please let them know Woolman offers need-based financial aid including the Quaker Scholarship fund for Quaker students.

We did an analysis that indicated that we were not effectively communicating the extent of financial aid that is possible.  We are currently reaching students who could pay virtually no tuition and a few who could pay the full amount but missing the middle-income families. Consequently, we have revised our tuition information page.  It now describes tuition on a sliding scale from $1500 - $20,000 with examples of how a student and their family’s financial information would be considered.  We are hoping that this will help students to realize that the Woolman Semester School is more affordable than they may have thought.  Last year 90% of our students received financial aid.  

Reaching full enrollment is critical for our long-term sustainability.  We survived the financial crash of 2008 and even made head way on our debt through those difficult times, but it came with a cost.  We had to cut salaries and some benefits for our staff, who continue to work at well below comparable positions. The toll is mounting – it is hard to hire new qualified people at the salaries we offer and though our staff members continue to love SFC and would like to stay; they are feeling more and more strain. So we continue to explore ways to expand our “light” into the world.

We know that teachers, counselors, and administrators want to know more about our curriculum.  They want to come and experience Woolman.  We would love to offer seminars and institutes but we need to improve our infrastructure.  Last year, we announced that we were starting a campaign to raise the funds to remodel the west-side bathhouse and offered each of you the opportunity to contribute to that effort.  We have secured a low-interest loan from a “friendly source” for $60,000, we have a $15,000 matching grant offered, now we just need to raise the money to make that match and we can get started on construction.  We see the bathhouse as the first step toward making ourselves more appealing to like-minded outside groups who want to rent our facilities.  And as essential for offering more programs ourselves.

In addition, we are hosting an envisioning meeting with Board, staff, and concerned community members for the weekend of December 4-6, facilitated by Drew Smith from Friends Council on  Education.  If you would be interested in attending this gathering please talk to Gray Horwitz or myself.  It is not an open meeting but we want to include people who have a stake in seeing the Sierra Friends Center grow and blossom.  We will be considering how to bring more students, and possibly new programs, more tuition income, and donations from new donors so that we can meet not only the financial aid needs and the operational needs, but also our need to renovate our campus infrastructure. 



At our last Board Meeting we played a version of the Big Wind Blows where people tossed out a question and people responded rapidly and succinctly.  One question was about our favorite memories of Sierra Friends Center, many people told stories of coming here for work camp, Quarterly Meeting and retreats.  It is clear that everyone values this amazing resource of forested land in the foothills of the Sierras, where you can step out of your car and into a place and space of great beauty and peace, where the stars fill your imagination and the moon lights your way.  We want to make sure that this resource is here for the future and we hope that you will join us in making that possible.
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