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IIn the summer of 2014, I traveled to Carolina, 
Puerto Rico for a wedding. My best friend and I 
stayed with her cousin’s grandmother, Jane, who 
lives in an apartment with her daughter, Jill, and 

her husband, Tom. Jill is twenty years old and suffers 
from a neurological birth defect. Aside from making 
trips to the bathroom with her mother’s help, she is 
bound to her wheelchair. Jane not only takes care 
of her daughter, she also does all of the cooking and 
cleaning for her family. This photograph was taken in 
her backyard.

When Tom asked me one day if I knew how to 
cook, I said jokingly, “If you call pouring cereal 
cooking!” He replied, “It is a woman’s job to cook and 
clean. How else will you find a husband?”

There were coconut trees in Jane’s backyard. I 
watched her pick up the fallen fruit and use the husks 
to make centerpieces for the wedding. When she had 
time to herself, she shaved the shells down until they 
were smooth, then painted them. 

This chair is where Jane sat to rest when she had 
brief periods of respite from her chores. I didn’t take 
a picture of Jane, because, for me, it was the places 
where she lived and worked that told the story of her 
life. The Woman in the Chair shows evidence of Jane’s 
labor, even though, like her, it mostly goes unnoticed.

Why I Made It
The Woman in the Chair

by Alexis Mitchell ’16
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F ROM  T H E  H E A DM AST E R

Charles Merrill committed Commonwealth to the principle of 
diversity before anyone was using the word to refer to inclusion of 
minorities and other under-represented students. Through our first 

decades, in the midst of public schools and most private schools that were 
at best indifferent, Commonwealth was the rare school that tried to address 
the larger inequities the country was just starting to face. 

As we look back, it is striking to realize how prescient Mr. 
Merrill’s efforts proved, and how the challenges have persisted both at 
Commonwealth and in the nation. Each time we have looked at this issue 
in my thirty years here, we have recognized and come to grips with ever-
subtler barriers that make Commonwealth an often daunting place for 
students who do not come from privilege. As you will read in this issue, 
twenty years ago, Judith Keenan broadened the history curriculum to 
expose all students to non-Western civilizations, and that effort has been 
extended with the creation of a rich array of elective courses that teach 
students to think carefully and see beyond pat narratives that tempt us all. 

More than a decade ago, we created programs—the Homework Project 
(an evening study hall), Chatfield Cultural Scholarships, and tutorial and 
testing support—that formalized the kind of help that had been provided 
ad hoc in the past. Today, we are facing up to the psychological and 
emotional hurdles that arriving at a school in which, as one East Boston 
student put it, “people talk like books” pose to students who have not 
come from Shady Hill or Newton Public Schools. All of the subliminal and 
explicit signals we send about in-groups and out-groups can get in the way 
of our ability to fulfill our founding commitment.

We undertook the diversity framework that appears in this issue partly 
in response to a changing landscape. Educationally ambitious families from 
the city have more options than ever, and K-8 charter schools that have 
sent us students from Chelsea, Roxbury, and East Boston in recent decades 
have started their own 9-12 programs and are now hanging on to those 
kids. Because Commonwealth is a very demanding place, it is a riskier 
choice for many families who know that their children will continue to see 
success at a charter school. We can say that students who come here face 
real challenges, but they leave, as our alumni/ae have attested for decades, 
prepared to thrive at the most competitive colleges. This is, however, not an 
easy case to make.

Recognizing these challenges, a committee of trustees, faculty, and staff 
developed a comprehensive framework that you’ll find beginning on page 
6 to set goals and move Commonwealth forward in its efforts to be the 
kind of inclusive place that benefits everyone. One trustee noted that, as 
we renovate our building, we could view this effort as a renovation of our 
work to be a stronger, more diverse school. We have already taken up many 
of the proposals in the report, and we have both a sober understanding of 
the difficulty of the task and an excitement about the possibilities ahead.

   Bill Wharton
  Headmaster
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News
C O M M O N W E A LT H
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New Faces

Lindsay Ewing is our new Admissions Associate. Lindsay 
comes to us from our Marlborough Street neighbor The 
Learning Project where she served for the past year as an 
Administrative Assistant and Teaching Intern for grades 
five and six. Lindsay graduated from Amherst College in 
2015 with a BA in Anthropology and Spanish. 

Will Holub-Moorman will teach one section of U.S. 
History. Will graduated in June from Harvard, where he 
received a BA with honors in History with a Secondary 
in Economics. He was General Manager of Harvard’s 
radio station, WHRB; wrote for The Harvard Crimson; 
and was Director of Publishing for Let’s Go, the student 
travel guide company. Will also served for three years as a 
research associate to Dan Ariely, a well-known behavioral 
economist at Duke. 

Katherine Laveway is our new Development and 
Communications Assistant. A graduate of Wellesley with a 
degree in English and minor in Music, Katherine comes to 
us from the Boston Symphony Orchestra, where she served 
for a year as a Major Gifts Coordinator. Katherine also 
served as a Press Office Assistant at Tanglewood for the 
2012-2014 seasons. 

Jennifer Novak joined us in July as our new Director of 
Communications. Jennifer comes to us from Flansburgh 
Architects, where she served as Director of Marketing 
and Communications. She has also held communications 
positions at Facing History and Ourselves, Harvard Art 
Museums, and WGBH. Jennifer is a summa cum laude 
graduate of Northeastern (English and Writing) and 
has done considerable coursework in studio glass and 
metalsmithing.

Rui Shu is our new Mandarin teacher. Rui has a degree 
from Beijing Foreign Studies University in Teaching 
Chinese as a Foreign Language and a Masters in 
Education from Harvard. She has taught Chinese at 
Cambridge Center for Chinese Culture and the Chinese 
Institute of Language Arts in Boston’s Chinatown. She 
comes to us from Houston, where she taught Chinese II 
and III at Yes Prep, a charter school. 

Kyla Toomey will join us part-time to teach ceramics and 
artist’s books. Kyla has a BFA with an emphasis in ceramics 
from Alfred University and an MFA in Ceramics from Ohio 
State University. She has taught at Kansas State University, 
School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Harvard Graduate School 
of Design, Mudflat Studios, and Wheelock College, among 
other places. Her work can be seen on her website,  
kylatoomey.com.

Emma Torres Johnson will serve as Commonwealth’s fourth 
librarian. A graduate of Winsor School, Emma earned a BA 
in English with Honors at Oberlin College, a Postgraduate 
Diploma with Distinction in Shakespeare Studies at the 
Shakespeare Institute at the University of Birmingham (U.K.), 
and an MS in Library and Information Science from Simmons 
College. For the past four years she worked as a Library 
Assistant at Milton Academy’s Cox Library, and for the 
past two years, she has been an on-call reference librarian at 
Watertown Free Public Library. 

Chloe Wilwerding will teach printmaking and photography. 
A graduate of Middlebury College, Chloe has also completed 
coursework at Rhode Island School of Design and the program 
in Arts and Social Change at the School for International 
Training in the Czech Republic. Last year, she had a solo show 
at Outpost 186 in Cambridge. She has taught printmaking 
at ArmoryARTS at the Center for the Arts at the Armory in 
Somerville. Chloe’s work can be seen at chloewilwerding.com.

Emma Torres Johnson Rui Shu Kyla Toomey

Will Holub-Moorman Chloe Wilwerding
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Diversity at Commonwealth in the 21st Century
FULFILLING OUR MISSION 
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From its founding, educating students from the full range of 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds has been part of 
Commonwealth’s mission, and the current mission statement 
retains diversity as an essential part of its work and culture:

The mission of Commonwealth School is to educate young people 
from diverse backgrounds to become knowledgeable, thoughtful, 
and creative adults, capable of careful analysis, fruitful cooperation, 
and deep commitment.

The mission statement goes on to articulate a number of goals, 
which include the following:

Our vision of Commonwealth is that it should be a school: 

n	 	 With a community of talented teachers and promising students 
from diverse backgrounds.  

n	 	 That takes maximum advantage of its rich urban setting.
 
While the founding vision of the School focused on creating oppor-
tunity for historically underrepresented minorities, particularly 
African Americans, today we recognize that attracting students from 
various ethnic, socioeconomic, and religious backgrounds is import-
ant for all Commonwealth students and adults. 

To fulfill our mission to be an outstanding school we must make 
a concerted effort to be more diverse. And being diverse means 
including teachers and students who represent the spectrum of our 
surrounding community and in sufficient numbers, so that all feel 
they have classmates, friends, and colleagues like them and have a 
voice and place in the larger school community.

The changing educational, economic, and political environments in 
which Commonwealth operates have created fresh challenges to its 
efforts to fulfill this aspect of its mission. Recognizing these chal-
lenges, the Board of Trustees and faculty and staff have developed 
a comprehensive framework and set of initiatives to re-invigorate 
Commonwealth’s commitment to this part of its mission, as the 
renovation of its building has revived its physical home, and trans-
formed its accessibility to students with physical disabilities.

The framework includes strategic goals and initiatives in the 
following areas:

ACADEMIC CULTURE
A. Ensure that the curriculum not only exposes students to a wide 

array of cultures and voices in history, languages, literature, and 
the arts, but also cultivates the imagination to engage fully with 
the works of diverse peoples.

B. Make education and discussion across ethnic, religious, and 
social divides a part of the school routine and cultivate a culture 
that encourages all to participate meaningfully in the academic 
life of the School.

Actions 

n	 Review and re-formulate the meaning of liberal education and 
intellectual culture for a world in which the voices and  
viewpoints are diverse.

n	 Review “Diversity in Curriculum” to explore areas for  
improvement in and across departments.

n	 Schedule electives to ensure that all students have the  
opportunity during their four years at Commonwealth to take 
an academic class devoted to issues of diversity, equity, or  
social justice. 

n	 Target Hughes Grants to developing new units, works, and 
courses, including department-wide workshops. 

n	 Establish a regular Diversity Day in the fall to lay groundwork 
for yearlong discussion of pertinent issues throughout the 
School. 

DIVERSITY FRAMEWORK 
Commonwealth School

May 2016

From its founding, educating 
students from the full range 
of ethnic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds has been part of 
Commonwealth’s mission, and 
the current mission statement 
retains diversity as an essential 
part of its work and culture.
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STUDENT CULTURE
A.  Teach, model, and encourage open and skillful discussion about 

questions of race, class, gender, and religion.
B.  Empower students within the community to advocate for them-

selves and respond constructively to conflicts and challenges. 
C.  Encourage student leadership and initiative in furthering 

Commonwealth’s diversity work.
D.  Expand, strengthen, and fund our diversity activities.

Actions 

n	 Develop orientation and community programs that enable 
students to tell their own stories, so that all students have some-
thing to contribute. 

n	 Develop aims and focus of Diversity Day and ongoing student 
diversity work. 

n	 Increase budget for student participation in conferences and 
workshops, and secure training for student leadership in this 
area.

n	 Enlist support of recent graduates of color to assist with student 
diversity leadership.

 
ACCESS & AFFORDABILITY
A.  Develop outreach and communications programs that will both 

raise Commonwealth’s profile in Boston’s diverse communities 
and highlight its distinctive strengths.

B.  Ensure that assistance to families extends beyond meeting 
demonstrated need for tuition and fees to include resources, as 
needed, for testing, tutoring, travel, summer experiences, and 
projects. 

C.  Publicize Commonwealth’s accessibility to students with physi-
cal disabilities.

Actions 

n	 Study outcomes for graduates at college and beyond to see the 
effectiveness of our work so that we can communicate to pro-
spective families that success at Commonwealth readies one not 
only for admission, but also for success at the most challenging 
colleges and universities.

n	 Ensure that admissions materials publicize the range of oppor-
tunities and financial support we provide.

n	 Develop weekend or summer workshops or programs for 
middle school students.

n	 Explore ways to get the whole community of faculty, staff, trust-
ees, and students involved in outreach and communications.
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While the founding vision of 
the School focused on creating 
opportunity for historically 
underrepresented minorities, 
particularly African Americans, 
today we recognize that attracting 
students from various ethnic, 
socioeconomic, and religious 
backgrounds is important for all 
Commonwealth students and adults. 

FACULTY & STAFF
A.  Make every effort to find and attract candidates from diverse 

socioeconomic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds. 
B.  Make one goal of the hiring process bringing on board teachers 

and staff committed to and eager to play a role in advancing 
this part of Commonwealth’s mission.

Actions

n	 Require that every search for a teacher or administrator include 
an interview with at least one person of color.

n	 Reach out to undergraduate and graduate programs that have 
successfully expanded the diversity of their graduates.

n	 Explore creative hiring and programs to attract and retain fac-
ulty of color. 

n	 Explore ways to address commitment, roles, and training in 
faculty orientation, discussion, and development days.

n	 Provide training for faculty and staff that will equip them to 
better support all students and colleagues and more skillfully 
promote a culture of inclusion.

n	 Expand the role of Director of Diversity, professionalizing the 
position and stipulating clearly what his/her functions are: 
organize and facilitate discussions with the Student Diversity 
Committee, create relationships with other schools, attend 
workshops and seminars, join the admissions team. 

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT
A.  Actively work to make all families feel welcome and enfran-

chised, and provide orientation to help them understand 
and support the culture, expectations, and demands of 
Commonwealth.

B.  Reach out to all families to understand the home and 
expectations so we can effectively collaborate to ensure 
students’ success.

Actions 

n	 Make use of buddy families to help orient new families. 
n	 Enlist the support of alumni of color and recent alumni parents 

of color to help the school work with new families.
n	 Provide translation of written communications, particularly 

school reports, as well as translators for in-person conferences 
for non-English speaking parents.

BOARD & GOVERNANCE
A.  Make every effort to increase the diversity of the Board to 

ensure a wide range of voices and backgrounds at all levels of 
school governance and leadership.

B.  Recruit trustees who have the commitment, skills, and resources 
to help Commonwealth achieve these goals, making clear that 
every trustee has a part to play in attracting candidates and 
advancing the work of diversity at Commonwealth. 

Actions 

n	 Recruit trustees of color.
n	 Recruit trustees with background in communications.
n	 Make the Diversity Committee a permanent standing committee 

of the Board.
n	 In recruiting trustees, make explicit the importance of diversity 

to the School, particularly in terms of giving and raising funds 
for the School.

n	 Explore training of trustees to raise awareness of diversity 
issues.

We believe that this plan will help Commonwealth weave more 
closely into the fabric of its life the diverse voices and viewpoints of 
greater Boston, setting it up as a leading example of a school that  
prepares students from all backgrounds to do work of distinction in 
college and in the changing communities they go on to serve. 
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Why hire “just” a computer scientist when you 
can hire a polymath? For Commonwealth the 
answer was an easy one, so we eagerly extended an 
offer to Alex Lew (pronounced “lev”)—computer 
scientist, mathematician, creative writer, linguist, 
debater, improv artist, and more—to join our 
faculty as the new computer science teacher. 

Alex Lew
FAC U LT Y P RO F I L E

CM  11
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A
lex accepted, having noted how rare it is for a U.S. 
high school to offer a four-year computer science (CS) 
curriculum, “let alone such a rigorous one.” Given the 
lack of consensus on what the ideal CS curriculum 
looks like, he welcomed the opportunity to design 

his own courses and felt “excited to try new things.” And maybe 
Commonwealth’s mascot sealed the deal: “My first high school’s 
mascot was a dragon, my second high school’s was a unicorn, and 
Commonwealth has a mermaid—three mythical creatures!”

Alex handled his first year—teaching five sections of computer 
science and a section of geometry, and mentoring a Capstone 
Project—with energy and aplomb. He loves thinking and talking 
about pedagogy, about the consequences of how a course is taught. 
He comes by his inclinations honestly: the son of two scientists, Alex 
was born while his parents were postdocs at UC San Diego. Both 
parents took tenure-track jobs at Duke when Alex was two. They 
moved to Durham, N.C., where the family has lived ever since. (The 
Lews live on the same block as the parents of Will Holub-Moorman, 
our new history teacher.)

Alex began high school at the public district school. He spent 
eleventh and twelfth grade at the North Carolina School of Science 
and Mathematics (NCSSM), the nation’s first public boarding 
school. The school focuses primarily on science, technology, 
engineering, and math, but its curriculum includes a rich sampling 
of other subjects, including the arts and humanities. Alex took 
“interesting, rigorous” classes in math and science while he pursued 
another abiding interest: languages and how they are taught. He 
especially enjoyed “the moment when language syntax starts to 
make sense” and thinking about linguistic frameworks. “What are 
the rules? What is universal? This is going to sound cheesy, but there 
is something fascinating about the fact that we can implant ideas in 
each other’s minds by moving a few muscles in our mouths.” Asked 

which foreign languages he himself speaks, Alex mentions Spanish, 
Chinese, a smattering of Brazilian Portuguese, and “bits and pieces 
of others,” including Swahili, Tagalog, and Esperanto.

Alex’s Chinese teacher at NCSSM, who was interested in 
pedagogy and pursuing a master’s degree at Middlebury, “brought 
back all sorts of interesting, even goofy, ideas” about teaching. Alex 
benefited doubly: she tried things out in her classroom, and he and 
she shared conversations about teaching. She implemented “teaching 
proficiency through reading and storytelling,” or TPRS, a method 
that emphasizes reading and listening to and asking about stories 
with memorable details, which Alex found extremely effective. 
Guided by his teacher’s ideas, Alex went on to co-teach language 
seminars with native speakers of Hebrew and Chinese.

After NCSSM, Alex took a gap year, participating in a U.S. 
State Department program called the National Security Language 
Initiative for Youth. The program offers merit-based scholarships 
for high school students and recent graduates who have a passion 
for learning languages and want to immerse themselves in a foreign 
culture. Alex lived with a host family in Changzhou, China, for 
a year. Mornings, he took Chinese classes with fellow program 
participants hailing from many countries, including Thailand, Italy, 
and America. In the afternoon, he attended classes at the local high 
school with his host brother.

The year proved eye opening. For starters, Chinese schools work 
differently: “There were about fifty students in a class, and they were 
responsible for taking care of the classroom, cleaning it, erasing 
the blackboards. And they stayed in the same room, with the same 
classmates, while teachers came and went.” In China, “standardized 
testing is everything,” and students spend enormous amounts of 
time memorizing material to respond to algorithms. Whereas before, 
Alex had believed in testing to check accountability “if it’s a good 
test,” he came to believe that “such high-stakes testing is doomed 
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for majors, Alex realized that a joint major in computer science 
and math would require the fewest additional classes, leaving him 
room to continue to explore Yale’s offerings, including a class on 
physical comedy and clown technique. (Alex greatly enjoys improv; 
he offered improv activities at both Hancocks last year, and for our 
Spanish exchange students.) Alex also taught at a New Haven high 
school and in a middle school summer program. And he became 
gripped by labor politics. “Again, eye-opening: whereas my home 
state of North Carolina is a Right to Work state, New Haven is 
a union town.” Alex devoted much time to student organizing; 
he continues to work part-time for Broadstripes, a company that 
produces community organizing software. 

Fast forward to Commonwealth. As his students happily report, 
Alex’s classes reflect thoughtful planning. He feels strongly that 
classes should present students with “a level playing field.” CS1, for 
example, should be interesting for everyone, including those who 
won’t go on to take another CS class. To that end, he wanted to 
neutralize the sense of an “in” group of kids with expertise (think 
stereotypical, usually male, “computer geeks” who seem to have 
been born thinking in code). Alex’s tactic? He rejected the use of 
overly technical terms and taught his students Racket, a general 
purpose, multi-paradigm programming language that very few kids 
had seen, “so it was new for everybody.” And he focused not just on 
programming, but also emphasized computational thinking, problem 
solving, and dealing with abstraction.

Where many CS classes use video games as examples, Alex 
devised new models. An illustration: “Say you want to teach how 
to use lists as a data structure, how to handle an amount of data 
that is not fixed and can grow as the program runs. A standard 
assignment would be something like, ‘You’re a spaceship, and 
you’re shooting asteroids. Write a program to keep track of the 
bullets.’” To avoid playing to the video-game crowd, Alex instead 
assigned a painting program—“you don’t know how many dots, 
lines, and colors will be used, and they accrue.” The methods 
worked. At a celebratory fair in the school gym in April, all CS1 
students stood next to computers running programs ranging from 
a biology simulation to a 3D Rubik’s Cube game, enthusiastically 
answering questions from teachers and peers.

Last summer, Alex received a Hughes Grant to rework 
Commonwealth’s Computer Science 2 (AP) class, to make the 
course “broader in scope, more relevant to students’ diverse 
experiences, and more easily differentiated” (and easier to adapt 
so that it challenges more advanced students without leaving their 
peers behind). His goals? Among other things, “to foreground the 
political and make the course interdisciplinary without diluting its 
content or rigor.” He notes, “people tend to be uncritically accepting 
of the technical.” Asking questions—“What are the hidden biases 
of algorithms? Is it fair to call one biased? Racist?”—will open 
students’ eyes to the social and political implications inherent in the 
models and methods they encounter.

Alex found Commonwealth “a fantastic community in which to 
be a first-year teacher, with a great combination of autonomy and 
support,” and he enjoyed feeling “ever more a part of the life of the 
school” over the course of the year. Asked about favorite moments, 
he describes a bus ride back from Hancock: “Some kids were 
playing a game of three-dimensional Four Square—in their heads!” 
He finds Commonwealth students “so curious, smart, funny … and 
very generous to new teachers.” Well, the appreciation is mutual, 
and contagious: enrollment in CS classes for this year has ballooned 
from 36 students to 54—a jump of almost 50 percent.

Asked which foreign 
languages he himself speaks, 
Alex mentions Spanish, 
Chinese, a smattering of 
Brazilian Portuguese, and 
“bits and pieces of others,” 
including Swahili, Tagalog, 
and Esperanto.

to fail” and represents “education changed for the worse.” Even the 
arts were tested in a controlled way. Alex’s host brother, who was 
studying art with a focus on portraiture, might be given an exam 
that, for example, “showed him eyes and a nose that he would have 
to include in a drawing of a face.”

Significant world events occurred during Alex’s time in China: 
Osama Bin Laden was killed and Liu Xiaobo, the Chinese literary 
critic, writer, professor, and human rights activist, won the Nobel 
Peace Prize for his long non-violent struggle for human rights in 
China. (Incarcerated at the time, Xiaobo was denied the right to 
have a representative collect the prize for him.) Witnessing Chinese 
responses up close while observing U.S. responses from the other 
side of the world offered a new perspective: Alex saw that “the 
narratives we have about China are limited.” 

He took a politics class, which included a unit on the American 
system of government. The course “put front and center facts 
that can, in the U.S., remain hidden.” The textbook, for example, 
presented facts in ways that emphasized ironies and contradictions—
pointing out that “America calls itself the land of the free, but so 
many are imprisoned,” and foregrounding Supreme Court decisions 
that highlight the tensions between state rights and the federal 
government. Meanwhile, Marxist ideas were presented as entirely 
true. At the beginning, says Alex, “I found it easy to think that things 
there were biased, but I came to see that the same could be said of 
other countries, including the U.S.”

The year wasn’t all study. Alex and his fellow program 
participants found themselves frequent guests on local television 
programs. “Teachers thought it was an honor to be on TV, so 
we appeared a lot!” The palpable “cultural mismatch” made for 
moments of both discomfort and hilarity. Alex was featured in, 
among other things, an ad for dumplings. He sang Chinese pop 
songs on a show with “a wild assemblage of people: Mormon kids 
from Brigham Young University, a chorus of North Korean men….” 
On a game show called Jiangsu Province Has Got Talent, he and his 
peers had to perform tasks such as carrying a peanut across the stage 
with chopsticks in front of a live audience.

In 2011 Alex headed to Yale, where he enrolled in a broad 
spectrum of classes: more Chinese, as well as linguistics, math, 
computer science, writing, theater studies, and gender studies. By 
the end of sophomore year, his transcript “full of variety,” he felt 
unsure about a major. Consulting Yale’s website about requirements 
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For each Finch boy, the story begins with Mama, a light-skinned African 
American, born in Jim Crow St. Louis in 1915. Trained as a teacher, she 
went on to become the wife of a doctor and the mother of six boys and 

one girl. Commonwealth enters the story later.
The following memory, a central anecdote from Finch family lore, comes 

from Michael ’67, now a pediatric gastroenterologist working in Modesto, 
CA: “When my older brother Charles came home from school, maybe second 
or third grade, my mother asked him how he did on his report card. ‘I did 
well, I got Cs,’ he said. My mother grabbed him, threw him against the wall, 
and put her finger in his face. “Don’t you ever bring me Cs or Ds again.’ I 
was jealous. I wished she had put me up against the wall. It was like a bless-
ing from the Pope.”
 

h i sto ry o f  a fa m i ly

THE FAMILY
FINCH
BY ELIZABETH BAILEY ’68

“My brother and I became immersed in civil 
rights and Black Power, and Commonwealth 
enabled that—the teachers allowed us to 
question everything. At the same time, I began 
a deep and longstanding friendship with Mr. 
Merrill. He welcomed people who thought 
outside the box.”
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The boys’ mother, Louise Antoinette Hughes, had married 
Charles Finch, Jr. from Jamaica, Long Island, one of the few African 
Americans to attend the University of Michigan and the University 
of Michigan Medical School. He trained at the Menninger Clinic in 
Topeka, Kansas (only the second “colored man” to do so), where he 
became a close friend of its founder, Karl, who he said was the only 
white man, up to that time, to treat him like a man. 

Charles had served in the Army from 1942 to 1945. Soon after 
Truman signed Executive Order No. 9981 in 1948 ending racial 
discrimination in the Armed Forces, Charles re-joined and would 
remain until 1963. He rose to become Lieutenant Colonel, part of 

the military aristocracy in one of the few institutions in the United 
States that was truly integrated.

In the early years of her marriage, Louise Finch began to forge a 
plan that would become the template for the family. “She thought 
smart women became teachers, so she wanted my sister to become 
a teacher, which she did,” says Mark ’71, a doctor who specializes 
in infectious diseases. And what had worked for her husband, she 
reasoned, could work for her six sons. “She wanted all of us boys to 
become physicians. She drilled that ambition into us. It was a funny, 
subconscious process. She may have drilled it into us, but at some 
point, each of us owned it.”

 Three of her sons did become doctors. But Louise was flexible—
to a point. According to Michael, “If you didn’t become a doctor, 
then you could become a lawyer. G. A. ’73 and my oldest brother, 
Arthur, are lawyers. And if you didn’t become a lawyer, you could 
get a Ph.D. My brother Tony has a Ph.D., and he has always admit-
ted, ‘I did it for mom.’” 

On the way to their professional degrees, the Finches grew up 
as army brats at posts from Kansas City to Okinawa to St. Louis, 
before settling in Ventura County, California—Reagan country. At 
that time, the small town in which they lived was ninety percent 
white, and five to seven percent Latino, with some twenty to twenty- 
five African American families.

The kids went to local public schools where, says Mark, “We had 
to do only the bare minimum to succeed.” “All you had to do was 
turn up to class and you got an A,” agrees Charles ’66, who went on 

Charles Finch ’66

Michael Finch ’67

“My mother grabbed him, threw him 
against the wall, and put her finger in his 
face. ‘Don’t you ever bring me Cs or Ds 
again.’ I was jealous. I wished she had 
put me up against the wall. It was like a 
blessing from the Pope.”
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to become Director of International Health at the Morehouse School 
of Medicine and is currently an author and lecturer on traditional 
healing practices in Senegal and other countries in Africa.

Soon after the family moved to California, Arthur, the eldest 
of the Finch brood, graduated from Antioch College in Ohio and 
moved to Boston, where he become active in the civil rights move-
ment. This was the mid-Sixties, when some activist-educators were 
beginning to recruit black students to elite prep schools on the East 
Coast through programs such as A Better Chance (ABC). Arthur was 
a close friend of Joan Cannady Countryman, an African American 
graduate of Sarah Lawrence who, in turn, knew Charles Merrill. 
Like his mother before him, Arthur hatched a plan.

Arthur encouraged his younger brothers to break out of their 
claustrophobic California town and get the best education on offer. 
“We were casting our nets around,” remembers Charles. “Everybody 
knew about Mr. Merrill’s background in civil rights, and that he 
had a school in Boston.” One summer day in 1964, Arthur drove 
Charles, who was working at a summer camp near Northampton, 
Massachusetts with his older brother, to Boston to meet with Mr. 
Merrill. Charles remembers “walking down Commonwealth Avenue, 
taking in the sights. When I sat down with Mr. Merrill, I explained 
that I wasn’t really getting an education and was not being chal-
lenged in any way. We just talked.” 

Mr. Merrill called that night with an offer. “We were turned 
upside down,” recalls Charles. “That’s all it took. An instantaneous 
decision: Mr. Merrill opened the door not only to me, but to a 
goodly number of my family members over the next few years.”

When Charles began Commonwealth as a junior he found the 
place “exciting and liberating. My brother and I became immersed in 
civil rights and Black Power, and Commonwealth enabled that—the 
teachers allowed us to question everything. At the same time, I began 
a deep and longstanding friendship with Mr. Merrill. He welcomed 
people who thought outside the box.”

Spurred by Charles’s success at Commonwealth, his father took 
his next youngest son, Michael ’67, to visit the Hotchkiss School, a 
feeder prep school for Yale nestled in the rolling hills of the north-
west corner of Connecticut. It was, recalls Michael, “a blue-blooded 
school. Edsel Ford was my age but a year below me, Dean Witter’s 
son was a classmate, and the scion of Reynolds Wrap was there. But 
I wasn’t there to be buddies with anyone, I was there so I could get 
into a top-notch college.” His father had promised to pay for only 
one year, and neither Michael nor his brothers wanted him to go 
back to high school in California. Charles, who had two successful 
years at Commonwealth under his belt, had an idea. He asked Mr. 
Merrill if there might be a place for his younger brother, and the 
headmaster was willing to take a bet on another Finch. Michael 
entered Commonwealth in the fall of 1966. 

Back in California, the Finch marriage had been under stress for a 
few years, and in the early Seventies it began to come apart. Charles 
Finch, Jr., was brilliant, a Wagner fan, and a lover of the outdoors, 
but he did not make life easy for those around him. Louise Finch left 
California with her two youngest sons, Mark and G. A. to live with 
Arthur, in Roxbury, Massachusetts.

“It was the best thing that ever happened to me,” says Mark, 
now a doctor practicing in Castro Valley, California. He spent his 
senior year at Commonwealth. When he wasn’t studying, he worked 
sixteen hours a week mopping floors at Filene’s Basement. His 
paycheck went to his mother. “I got paid for four hours, but I could 
do the job in half the time, so I studied the other two.” Happily for 
Mark, “the manager didn’t care, and I got a free dinner as well.”

The Family Finch
Graduated Commonwealth 

G. A.      
1973

Kemit 
2001

Mark    
1971

Michael  
1967

Charles    
1966

Mark Finch ’71, at a 2005 CWS event with his son Alexander, currently 
studying for his Master’s degree in aerospace engineering at Purdue.
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Each Finch boy, including Kemit ’01, Charles’s son, had a 
unique experience at the small school housed in a brownstone on 
Commonwealth Avenue. Michael and Mark spent just one year at 
Commonwealth, while G. A. holds the record with three years at the 
School. But the similarities in the way the Finches speak about their 
time in Boston outweigh the differences. Commonwealth proved a 
trial by fire and, ultimately, life changing.

Kemit, now an engineer with Honda Aerospace in Durham, 
North Carolina, recalls that their father “always talked about 
Commonwealth like it was the hardest school in the U.S., ever. He 
drilled into me that even if you put in an all-nighter, you’d end up 
with a big fat C.”

Like his son, Charles had come in as a junior: “Commonwealth 
was a shock in more ways than one. The school challenged the 
certitudes of American life, the idea that there was the right way, 
the wrong way. Remember, I had been brought up in the military 
life. The critical thinking and writing skills that Commonwealth 
demanded were different.” 

But having been brought up as an army brat had its own rewards. 
“Being in the military, you just manned up. Whatever was required, 
I did, whether it was putting in extra study time or going to talk to a 
teacher.” 

Every Finch, from Charles to Kemit, makes clear that he was fully 
aware that Commonwealth was his shot at a better future. “When 
I started at Commonwealth,” says Michael, “my attitude was: I am 
fortunate, I am lucky, and I am going to take advantage of this.” 

To understand how these young men were able to compete in 
Modern History, French 4, or Physics with students who were much 
better prepared than they, one needs to circle back to Louise. “My 
mother had a lot of race pride,” explains G. A., now a lawyer in 

G. A.’s Junior Class, 1972

Kemit's Senior Class, 2001

Chicago. “She was very confident and well-adjusted about being a 
black person in Jim Crow America. She was extraordinarily hard-
working and ambitious. She wanted to make sure that her children 
were equipped to succeed.” His mother’s son, G. A. has spent a good 
part of his career in public service, paying it forward. 

All of the Finch men, including second generation Kemit, left 
homes with strict and demanding parents to move to Boston. 
Attending Commonwealth meant learning to handle the freedom of 
living in Boston without much adult supervision.
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 Charles came in as a junior and lived in Roxbury with Sarah 
Ann Shaw, whose daughter Klare is a 1972 Commonwealth alumna. 
“That first year,” remembers Charles, “was liberating. It was the first 
time in my life that I was quasi on my own.” G. A. and Mark came 
to Boston after tense times at home in Ventura County. “Coming to 
Commonwealth felt like entering a new universe,” recalls G. A. “I 
thought I had died and gone to heaven. I felt I had found my place.” 

Mark and his older brother Michael describe their experiences in 
much the same way: “Coming to Commonwealth forced us to take 
ownership of our lives.” And Kemit, who had occupied a comfort-
able perch as number five in a family of seven, treading water at an 
Atlanta public school, remembers that “when my father floated the 
idea of going to Commonwealth, it had immediate appeal. I thought 
of it as an early college experience, being on my own.” 

Louise died in November 2014, “knocking on the door of 100,” 
says Michael with a catch in his voice. She had never dreamed that 
she, or even her children or her children’s children, would be able to 
vote for a black president. Her sons and daughter feel grateful that 
she was able to see Barack Obama take office. But the pride of this 
mother of seven highly successful children, six of them boys, wasn’t 
attached so much to the forty-fourth president of the United States. 
Rather, according to Charles, the son who opened the door at 151 
Commonwealth to the Finch family, she brought the story back to 
family: “She always said she liked Obama ‘because he reminds me of 
my sons.’”

When he wasn’t studying, he worked 
sixteen hours a week mopping floors 
at Filene’s Basement. His paycheck 
went to his mother. “I got paid for 
four hours, but I could do the job 
in half the time, so I studied the 
other two.” Happily for Mark, “the 
manager didn’t care, and I got a free 
dinner as well.”

G. A., Charles, Mark, Michael, and Kemit at a family reunion this summer.
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History teacher Audrey Budding’s students have 
heard the opening sentence of L.P. Hartley’s 1953 
novel The Go-Between many times over, and its 
implications should be familiar to all who have 

passed through Commonwealth history classes. Here, to enter 
the country of the past is not merely to memorize names and 
dates, but to pause and attempt to grasp the variety of per-
spectives that existed there. 

While much has changed in the history department over 
the years, some things have stayed the same: ninth graders, for 
instance, still tend to arrive in Ancient History with a blanket 
acceptance of the documents of history as fact, “the word of 
God,” as one history teacher puts it. The primary journey on 
which teachers lead them, then, includes the recognition of 
bias in sources and the ability to incorporate multiple sources 
into an understanding of historical events. By the time they 
reach U.S. History in eleventh grade and, if they choose, 
Modern European History in twelfth, many students have 
arrived at this more complex way of thinking. At the heart of 
today’s history department is the effort to teach students to 
allow for different ways of thinking and perceiving the world, 
to open themselves to the possibility of understanding another 
way of being, and to help them grasp the facts of a time 
through that new, and often strange, perspective. 

Jonathan Fox ’76, Professor in the School of International 
Service at American University in Washington, D.C., recalls 
Commonwealth history classes that provoked questions 
more often than they provided answers: “We had historical 
debates in the spirit of teaching people to bring evidence to 
bear and to deal with multiple perspectives contrasted with 
one another.” He sees this approach as having come directly 

Widening 
Perspectives: 
Teaching history 
and the modern world

BY SASHA WATSON ’92

“The past is a foreign country:  
they do things differently there.”

Donald Conolly, history teacher, 2001-present.
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from Charles Merrill, who taught U.S. History as well as Bible. 
The classes, Fox recalls, “were outside the conventional curricular 
boundaries, and they questioned conventional wisdom more gener-
ally.” It was this approach to the questions of history and the con-
sistent effort to move out of the comfortable zone of received ideas 
that, in part, spurred Fox to “go off and do interdisciplinary political 
science, where I’m always asking the questions of who gets what, 
and why.” 

Another way to put it, says Melissa Glenn Haber ’87, who has 
taught U.S. History, Medieval World History, and the history elec-
tives Bible and Black and White in America: Ideas of Race Since 
1940 in the department since 2008, is that “the study of history is 
training to be a good spouse. It teaches you to see things from other 
points of view, to go into the relationship not assuming that you’re 
exactly alike or unlike, to be respectful about people’s experience.” 
These may be lessons learned in the course of a lifetime, not just four 
years, but the training begins in the first week of ninth grade. 

Looking at Sources

Ninth graders, by and large, enter Commonwealth with two 
approaches to history in hand: they have memorized facts 
and they have been asked to imagine how they themselves 

might feel in a given historical setting—in other words, to respond 
emotionally. Few, however, have undertaken the tricky business of 
analyzing sources and the perspectives they reveal. Don Conolly, 
who teaches Ancient History as well as Latin and other electives, 
throws his students into primary sources first, a tactic that, he says, 
demands that students grapple with the direct experience of histori-
cal voices before they read what historians have to say. The first step, 
then, is the simple understanding that actual people wrote historical 
sources and that those people had human contexts and goals. 

Conolly begins the year by asking his students to read the 
Amarna letters, correspondence between the Egyptian king 
Akhenaten and other Near Eastern rulers. “The letters are fragmen-
tary and strange,” he says, and students find their elaborate formulas 
and modes of address, which are characteristic of the Late Bronze 
Age, difficult to read. But, says Conolly, “when your eyes adjust, 
you realize that they’re actually very funny.” Students are surprised 
to find that the letter writers are, by and large, asking for stuff, 
demanding that the king send them gold in exchange for wood, for 

example. “The kids love it,” says Conolly. “It blows their minds that 
these are such petty, normal people.”

As students progress through the history program, their reading 
of sources gains subtlety: they learn to recognize that the producers 
of the documents they examine came with particular—and reveal-
ing—perspectives on the events they describe. Sam Davis ’08, the son 
of English teachers Eric Davis and Judith Siporin, who now tutors 
English and history students at the school, likens the study of primary 
sources to the recognition of unreliable narrators in an English class. 

Davis recalls a discussion of the Boston Massacre in his own 
U.S. History class with Mallory Rome. Students looked first at Paul 
Revere’s engraving of the massacre, a famous work of propaganda 
in which Revere took pains to illustrate the colonists as sympathetic 
and the soldiers as bloodthirsty killers, and then at the testimony of 
soldiers at their trial. “The point of the discussion was to treat it like 
you’re an investigator,” says Davis. “What are the facts? Am I con-
vinced by this or not?” After recognizing Revere’s effort to portray 
the situation in a particular way, students went on to read the testi-
mony of the soldiers, in which, says Davis, “you realize that they were 
responding to a genuine threat.” The colonists had, in fact, attacked 
the soldiers, an element of the event not conveyed by the engraving. 

“... the study of history is training to 
be a good spouse. It teaches you to see 
things from other points of view, to 
go into the relationship not assuming 
that you’re exactly alike or unlike, to be 
respectful about people’s experience.”
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Barbara Grant, history teacher, 1997-present.

Digging into the complexities of these sources was, says Davis, 
a memorably “real experience of doing genuine historical assess-
ment.” These discussions whetted Davis’s appetite for historical 
investigation, which, today, has led him into a master’s program in 
history at Boston College and the production of “Inward Empire,” 
his own podcast about American history. 

By the time students enter the AP elective course Modern 
European History (MEH) as seniors, they possess an ability to 
parse sources that seemed very far off in those early days of ninth 
grade. In one assignment, Budding, who received her Ph.D. in 
Modern European History from Harvard, where she wrote a 
dissertation titled “Serb Intellectuals and the National Question, 
1961-1991,” asks her students to look closely at a policy of ease-
ment that preceded World War II. 

In the 1930s, some French and British policymakers, above 
all British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, believed that they 
might satisfy what they considered legitimate grievances from 
Hitler and thereby calm tensions. Several years ago, a student 
wrote an essay in which she did close readings of Chamberlain’s 
speeches to show that he constructed his sentences in such a way 
as to take agency away from the Germans. In other words, his 
grammatical constructions positioned the Germans as victims 
who had had things done to them, and who therefore deserved 
aid. “It was a fascinating reading that I’d never considered,” says 
Budding, “and one that made a lot of sense to me.” This, says 
Budding, is the kind of work students can eventually achieve 
when they build on the close reading skills they learn in the pro-
gression of history courses. 

This progression also teaches students to assess secondary 
sources, whether textbooks or journal articles. Here, too, students 
must learn that supposedly objective historical information passes 
through the filter of a particular time and place. Though this pro-
cess begins early in the history program, it is in eleventh grade U.S. 
History that students sharpen their ability to analyze secondary 
sources. Glenn Haber regularly gives an assignment that asks stu-
dents to evaluate the changing ways slavery has been discussed by 
historians. “It’s a great example of how our current politics affect 
the teaching of history,” she says of the assignment, in which stu-
dents read reviews of several books on the subject. The first, writ-
ten in 1918, calls slavery a “beneficent” institution, confirming a 
convenient and widely held belief of the time. The second, written 
by Kenneth Stampp during the civil rights movement of the 1950s, 
changes that to “the peculiar institution” giving a more truthful pic-
ture of the terrible conditions in which slaves were held. In this and 
other civil rights-era texts, slaves are portrayed primarily as victims 
of the institution, a view that demonstrates the need for the activism 
of the time in which Stampp wrote. 

“In the 1970s,” Glenn Haber says, “it’s discovered that slaves 
were fighting back all the time, and the histories become very 
respectful, giving agency back to the slaves. Today we’re really wor-
ried about the effects of institutionalized racism, so agency is no 
longer the thing.” The assignment, which takes a step back from the 
facts of slavery itself and asks students to focus instead on the ways 
those events were portrayed, can be eye opening: “They say, ‘Oh, 
when you get an argument from a historian, they’re also coming 
from a political background!’” 
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This focus on the evaluation of sources is also central to Glenn 
Haber’s elective, Bible as History, Bible as Bible, which picks up 
on the theme of the Bible course offered for many years, first by 
Merrill and later by Charles Chatfield, but transforms it. Initially, 
she says, she decided to teach it because “it struck me how hard it 
was for kids to recognize references to the Bible when they came up 
in Medieval and U.S. History.” Later, though, she realized that the 
course also offered an excellent opportunity to talk about how the 
information in history texts gets there. 

“The claims made in an ancient history textbook about the 
ancient Israelites are made with authority, so kids don’t realize how 
tenuous those claims are,” says Glenn Haber, who asks her students 
to dig into the kinds of claims historians make, to question how 
certain a historian can be, and to ask themselves what to do in their 
own writing when they can’t be certain about a claim. “They’re very 
aware of what’s persuasive,” says Glenn Haber, “but I encourage 
them to be honest at the cost of making an argument.”

Of course this focus on the canny evaluation of sources isn’t new 
to Commonwealth history. Polly Chatfield recalls the sabbatical 
during the year of 1973-74 when she and Charles Chatfield created 
the Renaissance History course that she would teach until 1990. 
Polly, who had a background in Renaissance poetry, put together 
the literature section of the course, in which the first quarter would 
be spent on Dante, while Charles, who had studied with the art 
historian Ernst Gombrich, would teach painting. Interspersed with 

literature and art would be the more traditional teaching of names 
and dates. Explaining this approach, Polly says, “I was so interested 
in having the kids hear the words of the time rather than my descrip-
tions of it. It was close reading, just look, look, look, pay attention 
to every detail, and then pay attention to the context in which the 
work of art came to be.” 

Jessica Maier ’92, now an Assistant Professor of Art History 
at Mt. Holyoke with a focus on Early Modern Italy, says that 
Renaissance History with Mrs. Chatfield “absolutely influenced 
how I look at and teach art.” Maier recalls a particular assignment 
in which Chatfield asked students to compare two relief sculptures 
portraying the sacrifice of Isaac, one by Brunelleschi and the other 
by Ghiberti, whose contrasting styles reveal some of the sharper 
paradoxes of Renaissance thinking. Says Maier, “What was amazing 
was how she got us to look carefully and, through looking, to under-
stand how those works of art could reveal so much about their time, 
yet still resonate in the present. I still teach that comparison in my 
own classes.”

A Changing Department

While a river of common ideals and pursuits runs from the 
old to the new, today’s history department bears meaning-
ful differences to the one that existed in the early days of 

the school. There was little sense of a “department,” for instance, in a 
school where individual teachers pursued interests and taught courses 
in a variety of fields. “The implication,” says Fox, “is that people 
were not thinking in terms of disciplines. It was more a question of 
courses that could be extremely interdisciplinary.” Polly Chatfield, 
who began as a Latin teacher at the school in 1966, agrees that she 
and others who taught history never acted as a department. Rather, 
what was central was an approach. Merrill, she says, “was looking 
for people to think. That was the whole philosophy of the school as 
he created it, that you teach for the question and not the answer.” 

“The claims made in an ancient history 
textbook about the ancient Israelites 
are made with authority, so kids don’t 
realize how tenuous those claims are,” 
says Glenn Haber, who asks her students 
to dig into the kinds of claims historians 
make, to question how certain a historian 
can be, and to ask themselves what to do 
in their own writing when they can’t be 
certain about a claim.

Audrey Budding, history teacher, 2005-present.
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Melissa Glenn Haber ’87, history teacher, 2008-present.

While the philosophy hasn’t changed, the department gained 
a more definite structure in the early 1990s. If history courses had 
often been taught by classicists or those, like the Chatfields, trained 
in literature and art history, when Judith Keenan became Head 
in 1991, she envisioned a different kind of history department. 
“Judith started looking for trained historians,” says Headmaster Bill 
Wharton, himself a classicist who taught Ancient History for more 
than a decade after starting at the school in 1985, “so we began 
hiring teachers who were versatile but had training in the specific 
areas we were looking to teach.”

Those areas also underwent changes in the ’90s. After Polly 
Chatfield retired in 1990, the question of whether Renaissance 
History was still the right class for tenth graders began to surface. 
A few years later, after another teacher who’d taken on Renaissance 
History had departed, Keenan, Wharton, and several other history 
teachers repaired to a restaurant in the Back Bay to sketch out 
the broad outlines of a new history course. Says Wharton, “Judith 
Keenan’s instruction was that we had to have a course that all stu-
dents took that contained a significant non-Western component. At 
that dinner we agreed that a course that covered China, the Islamic 
World, Europe, and Africa from 500-1500 would be great. We 
dubbed it Around the World in a Thousand Years.” 

Barb Grant, who had earned her Ph.D. from Yale in Medieval 
Studies with a specialty in Medieval inter-religious relations 
(Christian, Muslim, Jewish), was hired the following year to create 

Medieval World History, a course that would take tenth graders 
from the end of Ancient History through the Reformation, and 
would do so by examining not only Europe, but also the Middle 
East, China, and Africa. 

There was no world history textbook that accomplished what 
Grant hoped to achieve with her course. “The textbooks I found were 
very detailed on Europe, and then did about 1000 years in Africa in 
one chapter,” says Grant. So instead of using a single text, she used 
college-level textbooks for each unit and created a sourcebook for pri-
mary sources. Grant had taught medieval history at the college level, 
but to put together such a wide-ranging course for high school stu-
dents, she looked to other teachers: “I really liked what Bill [Wharton] 
was doing in Ancient History, his focus on primary sources and on 
having the kids do a lot of writing. I modeled the course on that.” 

To develop the China unit, she called renowned China scholar 
Jonathan Spence. “He gave me suggestions for texts and primary 
sources,” she says, and those suggestions became the foundation for 
her China unit. After she’d taught the course for eight years, though, 
Grant realized that she needed something more suited to the popu-
lation she taught. Weaker students were at sea with the college-level 
texts, and she found that their attention flagged as the year went on. 
Grant wanted to give those students something to work with while 
still challenging the strongest students. “I realized I just needed to 
write a textbook,” she says. In 2006, Grant took a semester sabbati-
cal and used her class notes to write one.
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The creation of the textbook, Medieval Societies, was “a family 
affair,” says Grant. She asked several students who had already 
taken Medieval World History, including her sons, Reilly Grant 
’05 and Alexander Grant ’09, and several members of the English 
department to read the text and give her feedback. Grant “test-ran” 
the book in 2006-2007, asking students to find mistakes and tell her 
what they thought throughout the year. “And they did!” says Grant. 
“They wanted maps, more pictures in color….” Grant asked Russell 
Weiss-Irwin ’10 to do some of this work, and today he recalls, 
“Drawing those eighteen maps is still the best job I’ve ever had.” 
Grant’s invitation to students to respond to the text has become a 
tradition in her class, and she continues to work student ideas into 
the book—and to thank them in the acknowledgments. 

For Grant, the luxury of writing the book was that she could gear 
it very specifically toward the students she taught. She incorporated 
information that wasn’t normally found in textbooks, but that she 
knew from experience would interest her students. She wrote a sec-
tion, for instance, about Empress Wu, a T’ang Dynasty figure who, 
as Grant writes, “defied the traditional Confucian role of women in 
Chinese society.” The empress, who gained power through her rela-
tionships with first one emperor, then another, eventually to rule in her 
own right as Empress of the Zhao Dynasty, is of particular interest to 
students fascinated by gender roles and the ways they change and are 
challenged in our own time and in the past. 

Citizens of a globalized world and of a country whose need to 
acknowledge a diversity of experience becomes clearer by the day, 
today’s Commonwealth students are, by and large, eager to break 

free of a singular focus on European and U.S. history and culture. 
They appreciate the breadth of Grant’s course, which moves back 
and forth between cultures and geographies as it progresses chrono-
logically. Grant sees it this way: “I think we’ve always looked at 
schools as preparing people for the world we live in. It used to be 
that the world was dominated by the U.S. and Europe, but that’s 
completely shifted. We need to look at the Muslim world, at China, 
on their own terms, not through the lens of Western ideology.” 

Polly Chatfield, now a trustee, has long supported the effort to 
open the history department to the wider world. Of the earlier focus 
on European and American history, Chatfield says, “It seems so 
limited when you look at it now! There was a kind of internal justi-
fication at the time, though, which was that those of us who’d lived 
through the war had a terrible sense of how fragile and wonderful 
was the inheritance of European culture, and that we had to save it 
and pass it along.”

If that sense of the world has itself moved into the past, today’s 
students have an equally strong sense of the need to learn and 
pass along vital knowledge. Iman Ali ’18, whose family is Muslim 
and from Ethiopia, speaks to the value of studying a broad array 
of geographical histories. The course’s range of subject matter 
“implicitly says that the histories of Africa and Asia and Islam are 
valued as much as the history of Europe,” she says. In her course, 
Grant includes a reading from the Sufi tradition, in which jihad 
is described as the internal struggle of the soul between good and 
evil. Ali says, “It was so important to read about how the rulers of 
the time emphasized that violence wasn’t the answer. The rhetoric 
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examines how China and Japan each became world powers. The 
course begins with a study of Japan before 1650, which brings stu-
dents’ understanding of Japan to the same level as that of China in 
Medieval History. The course then brings the two nations together 
as students consider their political structures as well as the ways 
each handled trade and industrialization. Grant’s half-credit History 
of India course asks how this nation, too, emerged as a world power. 
Grant notes that these elective courses “play a central role in prepar-
ing students for the modern world that they’ll encounter.” To that 
same end, Grant looks forward to preparing a new course on the 
modern Muslim world. 

The department’s electives have also moved into the 20th cen-
tury in recent years. When Budding arrived at the school in 2005, 
she notes that there were few offerings in 20th century history, and 
that, though MEH was taught, it ended before World War I. “At 
this point,” she says, “modern European history should go through 
the 20th century,” and so MEH now extends up to the Revolutions 
of 1989. Budding’s electives, which include “The Rise and Fall 
of Communism,” “The World Since 1945,” and “Empires and 
Nationalism in the Twentieth Century,” all focus on the 20th century 
and include more non-Western history than was visible in an earlier 
iteration of the department. Budding’s courses reach into the essen-
tial histories that have shaped our present, including, for example, 
extensive reading and discussion of the U.S. invasion of Iraq and the 
rise of ISIS. 

Glenn Haber’s elective course Black and White in America: 
Ideas of Race since 1940, which uses history, sociology, and litera-
ture to examine perceptions of race, also addresses issues that stu-
dents experience and witness in their contemporary world. Glenn 
Haber would like to revamp the course to include in-depth discus-
sion of the backlash against civil rights. “A lot of students are still 
not aware of what we call social racial resentment,” she says. “It’s 
important for kids to see how early that appears and the subtle 
ways in which it changes our policy debates in terms of affirmative 
action, welfare, and mass incarceration.” These are complex issues, 
and the conversation that takes place around them throughout the 
year asks students to articulate their own responses to the sources 
they read. Nearly all of the elective history courses require students 
to write responses to questions of the week (QOTW), in which 
they engage in constant discussion with the sources, their teacher, 
and one another. 

For Grant, the luxury of writing the book was that she could gear it very specifically 
toward the students she taught. She incorporated information that wasn’t normally 
found in textbooks, but that she knew from experience would interest her students. 
She wrote a section, for instance, about Empress Wu, a T’ang Dynasty figure who, 
as Grant writes, “defied the traditional Confucian role of women in Chinese society.” 

Barbara Grant’s Medieval Societies, the textbook she wrote to 
incorporate non-European cultures into our Medieval History 
curriculum.

in the media can be that Islam is a violent religion, but the people 
saying that aren’t actually educated about the religion.” In this sense, 
Medieval World History and other courses, many of them electives, 
teach what students need to know to understand the world in which 
they live. 

In their elective courses, history teachers have the opportunity to 
explore the root causes of conflicts often found on the front page of 
newspapers. Grant’s full-credit History of Modern East Asia course 
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Writing About History

Alongside the ability to evaluate multiple sources, a stu-
dent must develop the ability to write clearly about them. 
Budding describes the history department as having two 

main purposes: “One is to understand the different ways people have 
thought and lived, and the other is to understand why things happen 
in human affairs.” In order to arrive at sophisticated answers to the 
latter question, students need to be able to integrate multiple perspec-
tives into a cohesive argument. If students in U.S. History or MEH 
can bring together analyses of a variety of sources to make these 
arguments, it is largely because their training to write well about their 
ideas goes back, again, to the first days of ninth grade. “When I’m 
teaching Ancient,” says Budding, “I’m always thinking about pointing 
ninth graders toward where my MEH students are. Ancient is the first 
step in developing the skills they can use fully in MEH.” 

Conolly begins in ninth grade by pushing students to get past 
clunky thesis statements that list points with a series of conjunc-
tions, to the “magical moment” where their own ideas take flight. 
To teach students to write a subtly intuitive argument, Conolly asks 
them to consider the details of their sentences. “I introduce the thesis 
statement by explaining to them the Greek root of ‘thesis’ (from 
the verb ‘to place’) and its relation to synthesis (‘placing together’).” 
He points out the difference between coordinating and subordi-
nating conjunctions in creating sentences that don’t simply align 
two ideas, but convey a complex thought instead. The thesis then 
“must be something greater than the sum of its parts, a big idea that 
looks qualitatively different from its constituent parts.” He then 

encourages students “to transform the clunky thesis into a simpler 
sentence that follows from their points but transcends them.” 

Beyond the thesis statement, Budding emphasizes the need for 
students to choose facts that support their claims, rather than pro-
viding a narrative of what happened or of a person’s life. The shifts 
from simple to complex sentences and from narrative to analytical 
writing form the early steps in the process of becoming an adept and 
insightful writer. 

Students exercise their writing skills most fully at the end of the 
year, when each history course culminates in the writing of an exten-
sive research paper. The research paper was launched as an essential 
element of history courses in the ’90s, as the department was shifting 
toward its current orientation. The school hired its first full-time 
librarian in 2004. A large portion of the librarian’s energies goes 
toward helping students conduct research for their papers at the end 
of the year. For the research paper, each student chooses a topic, con-
ducts research at the Boston Public Library and university libraries, 
and hands in early drafts for comments, which they then respond to 
in later drafts. Glenn Haber says that “the process asks them to look 
at research as iterative. They read more, come up with more ques-
tions, read more, refine. The slower process lets the kids write the 
paper they need to write.” 

The research paper also gives students a grounding in the kind 
of rigorous research they’ll be asked to do in college history courses 
and, perhaps, beyond. Students learn to establish the validity of 
sources, to take notes that preserve the source of their information, 
to cite accurately, and to use and format footnotes and bibliographies 
correctly. Work on the paper begins in February and ends in April. 
“For a handful of kids,” says Glenn Haber, “this becomes a major 
piece of work—with stacks of notecards and bibliographies that 
include fifteen entries. I view it as an opportunity for kids to delve 
into a project in a serious way.” 

The weight of this project is evident to all at the school, involved 
in the history department or not. Halls, classrooms, and lunch tables 
resonate with discussion of the papers, creating a mingled chorus 
of groans and delighted expositions of subjects. The groans aren’t 
self-indulgent; what students are doing is hard. “In terms of the rigor 
my teachers subjected me to,” says Seth Hanselman ’13, who studies 
history at Carleton, “there’s nothing like that in college.” He refers 
to the copiously annotated drafts returned to him by his teachers, 
noting that the level of detail in the comments on research, argumen-
tation, and writing, shaped the writer he is today. When Budding 
reads drafts of her seniors’ MEH papers, she looks for nuanced argu-
ments, ideas that lead clearly from one to the next, and language that 
is vivid and clear. These are the details that allow students to bring 
together their readings of multiple sources in arguments that are not 
only thoroughly researched, but also skillfully written. 

Sarah Joffe ’15, who now studies history at Brown, remembers 
the research paper as a highlight of Commonwealth academic life. 
Joffe wrote her U.S. History paper for Glenn Haber about the estab-
lishment of the African nation of Liberia from the 1820s through the 
1840s. In the course of her research, which included reading every 
issue of the Liberian Chronicle on microfilm, Joffe discovered that 
this ideologically driven government, created by freed slaves, often 
mimicked the American social structure it had left behind, includ-
ing a social hierarchy based on skin color. Glenn Haber remembers 
Joffe’s work as among the most interesting she’s seen, citing Sarah’s 
“sad discovery that Americans replicated slave culture in Liberia” 
as an example of true historical discovery. Joffe herself recalls that 
paper as fascinating, and the process of writing the research paper as 
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a gratifying one: “For those few months at the end of school, every-
one constantly asked each other, ‘What are you writing about?’” 

The rigor of the writing process and the intimate class environ-
ment bring the student-teacher relationship into relief as well. Dan 
Rubin ’13, now in his senior year at Harvard, says the research 
papers were “incredibly formative.” Rubin wrote his final paper for 
MEH on concentration camps during the Boer War in South Africa, 
and he credits Budding with helping him to untangle the narrative of 
his own argument: “Ms. Budding would talk me through my argu-
ment, through drafts,” he says. “And she is such an astute observer of 
what works in a narrative that I feel like I still use her as a judge by 
using the tools she provided me with. It’s hard for me to disentangle 
Ms. Budding from the writing process because she was so integral to 
it. She still guides the kinds of questions I ask.” 

The research students do for history classes has, on occasion, 
made its way into the intellectual world beyond Commonwealth. The 
work of a number of MEH and U.S. History students has appeared 
in the Concord Review, a quarterly journal that publishes high 
school history research. Two of these students have had their work 
selected for the Emerson Prize, awarded annually to students whose 
work has been published in the journal and who show “outstand-
ing promise in history at the high school level.” Kate Cray ’15, who 
wrote about the closing of the gates of Ijtihad in a paper in which she 
examined the ways Muslim scholars limited the methods of interpret-
ing scripture, was featured in the review. Mehitabel Glenhaber ’15, 
daughter of Melissa Glenn Haber, who studies the History of Science 
and Comparative Media at MIT, published two essays in the Review. 
Her paper on the way the invention of the mechanical clock changed 
people’s perception of time, which she wrote for Medieval History, 
won the Emerson Prize.

Students’ work on research papers and in history classes some-
times reverberates across the years. Weiss-Irwin, who majored in 
Political Science at the City College of New York, finds the roots of 

his current political activism in work he did in Commonwealth his-
tory classes. In U.S. History with Glenn Haber, he wrote a research 
paper on the history of two different pieces of legislation involved 
in the development of the labor movement of the 1930s and ’40s. 
“These are things I still think a lot about,” he says. He wrote his final 
thesis at City College on the strategies labor unions use to engage 
municipal politics. Taking the city of New Haven, Connecticut, as a 
case study, he looked at the ways unions function in city government, 
and the ways they negotiate the advancement of their own organi-
zations with their commitment to improving the lot of the working 
class. 

One year out of college, Russell is active as a union member in 
campus dining at Princeton University, and he is also a leader in a 
socialist organization called The Democratic Socialists of America. 
“I spend most of my time thinking about class struggle, and a lot of 
that came from Commonwealth,” he says. “MEH was where I really 
started learning about the genesis of capitalism, about Marxism, and 
the Communist movement.” He goes on to say that his education in 
history creates the foundation on which he lives today: “It’s helpful 
to think about history because things have been really different than 
they are now, and they can be really different again. Having a great 
education in the history of the United States and the world is key for 
the kind of work I do.” 

These far reaching effects can appear in the work of an 
activist, a professor, or a doctor, but all rely upon the ways that 
Commonwealth history students must stretch their understanding as 
they address and incorporate ways of thinking that initially appear 
foreign. Once they are able to perceive the subtle positioning and 
bias of a voice, they can draw and articulate their own conclusions 
about a historical moment. Finally, they access the benefits of what 
Glenn Haber frequently refers to as the “moral imagination” that 
is developed through the thoughtful analysis of history. In a speech 
that he gave to parents at the art show at the end of his senior year, 
Hanselman elaborated on this idea:

Where society benefits most from this 
examined life is in its creation of the moral 
imagination. After realizing the humanity 
of the two-thousand-year-old plaster-bodied 
man from Pompeii, it would be absurd for 
me to deny the humanity of a homeless man 
by not answering him when he speaks to me. 
Likewise, I could not deny the humanity of 
the 70,000 victims of the civil war in Syria 
after realizing the humanity in the accounts 
of the horrors of the Holocaust or the First 
World War. An imaginative thinker creates 
an ethical thinker.

This, then, is where the student transcends the information he 
or she has been given, stops putting ideas together in the “clunky” 
way described by Conolly, and applies a greater understanding to 
intellectual life. Sharp readers, clear thinkers, and powerful writers, 
Commonwealth students benefit from history as academics, yes, but 
also as human beings. 

Sarah Joffe ’15, who now studies 
history at Brown, remembers the 
research paper as a highlight of 
Commonwealth academic life. Joffe 
wrote her U.S. History paper for Glenn 
Haber about the establishment of the 
African nation of Liberia from the 
1820s through the 1840s.
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As students at 
Commonwealth, we 
were taught to question. 

We learned the Socratic method 
by studying and debating 
Socrates. We journeyed with 
Odysseus, knew love and loss 
with Shakespeare, and discovered 
the double helix with Watson 
and Crick. Adolescent angst and 
burgeoning adult confidence 
colored discussions on the works 

of classical and modern greats. We challenged our teachers. We were 
self-critical and fiercely loyal to our peers. We were not quiet.

I was a student at Commonwealth when the horrific shootings 
took place in Columbine, Colorado. The nation was shocked and 
reeling. Across the country, educators grappled with reality and 
how to address hard questions. At Commonwealth, we talked: 
students, teachers, administrators, advisors. There were questions 

CWSAA The Commonwealth School  
Alumni/ae Association

Alisha Elliott ’01 

From the President

Alexis Mitchell ’16, Inkjet Print

without answers and tears without explanation. But our community 
processed a frightening new reality together. 

When the planes hit the twin towers just a few short years 
later, I longed for Commonwealth. Not because I was homesick 
or uncomfortable in college, but because I missed that high level 
of discourse and respect I had come to know and appreciate. The 
world was moving fast. My community had changed and no longer 
provided the framework to process such complexities and terrors.

Over the last eighteen months, I have once again found myself 
longing for the rich discourse and debate of 151 Commonwealth Ave. 
As our country strains to elect its next leader amongst the cacophony 
of political rhetoric, Commonwealth alums thoughtfully debate, 
listen, and read closely. This October, our annual Merrill Series 
panel will focus on national politics and the state of the presidential 
election. Experts in the realms of politics and journalism will join us 
to share their thoughts and expertise on this monumental time in our 
country’s history. Once again we will be students—invoking Socrates, 
Caesar, or Marie Curie—as we convene at Commonwealth to discuss 
the next chapter of our collective story. 


