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The Wheatley School offers  
so many innovative options,  
including a program that  
students run as a democracy
By Josh Dinetz

Imagine a high school setting where children can fully express 
their opinions and thoughts in small groups, choose the 
books they want to read and the courses they want to study, 
have equal rights to their teachers and learn democracy 

by actually running their program. At The Wheatley School, such a 
program not only exists, but thrives, as do the students who participate.

School Within a School (SWS) is a unique program that provides 
an opportunity for students to learn, grow and develop in an  
alternative school setting. SWS occupies a three-period block at  
the end of the school day during which community members  
create their own schedule of English classes, including honors and 
advanced placement courses, as well as social studies electives— 
and allows students to engage in real democracy, taking charge of 
every aspect of the community’s governance. 

Open to 10th-, 11th- and 12th-graders who are interested in a 
demanding academic experience in which they play a major role in 
their own education, SWS is managed by students who take pride in 
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From left: The community bonds; roles were 
reversed during the leadership meeting; SWS  

votes on a new amendment; HR Head Lindsay 
Mosca addresses the community as SWS Faculty 

Adviser Pat Clarke enthusiastically looks on.
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learning responsibility for their own actions, respect 
for others, honesty and independence.

Started in 1973 by Ted Tchack and Stuart Doig, 
SWS was designed to offer students more freedom 
in their academic and community pursuits. The goal 
was to foster a sense of ownership both for the 
students’ own education and for SWS as a whole.

“SWS provides students with a real chance to 
find their voice in the community, in classes and 
in their writing,” says Patrick Clarke, SWS faculty 
adviser. “Being part of a small supportive learning 
community provides them with a safe place to grow as 
leaders and as learners.”

Classes follow a two-day-a-week college-like format, 
which are divided into three categories. Students choose 
from an unbelievable selection of reading, writing and 
social science courses. 

Recent reading offerings include classics like Hamlet and 
Kindred as well as the contemporary novel A Visit from the 
Goon Squad. Writing classes allow for creativity, but writing 
reviews, college essay writing and boot camps are also 
offered to help students prepare for Regents and Advanced 
Placement exams. Since all SWS classes use writing as the 
primary assessment tool, students become proficient writers. In  
fact, many former community members have become accom-
plished authors whose books are displayed in the SWS room. 

“The community aspect of SWS changes the atmosphere 
in all of the classes, so everyone is more comfortable to  
speak up and participate,” says sophomore Talia Rosen. 
“The classes are also more specific to personal interests, such 
as Gothic Literature and Graphic Novel.” 

Unique electives are also available in social science classes, 
which range from history to music, people, countries, sports 
and fashion. The mock trial class culminates in a tournament 
that’s been offered for more than 30 years. 

“Our social science classes also allow us to discuss real 
issues like segregation, while still maintaining the SWS 
classroom structure that works so well for us,” explains Rosen. 
“Because the classes are so small—most have less than  
15 people—every class feels more like a discussion and 
every student feels like they have value in the classroom.  
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From top: Moderator Bri Clarfield; Mat Kelapire, Alex Rosenbaum  
and Joe Cuchinella planting in the SWS Garden; SWS Faculty Adviser Pat 
Clarke addresses the community about the trip to Washington, DC.



The program has given me an  
opportunity to meet new people, 
be a part of something really amazing and learn a lot about 
reading, writing and the world in general.” 

Classwork is also reinforced through field trips. The school 
year began with hands-on learning in Washington, DC, 
to show the students what democracy is all about. After 
reading The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, 
students went as a group to see the Broadway show. As 
the NYC class was concluding, students visited Harlem and 
other areas of the city they were studying. 

In SWS, students can even teach a class—or co-teach 
with a teacher—which is a fantastic opportunity for students 
to lead a group. Students have recently taught classes  
on Greek Mythology, Modern Warfare and Gender Issues. 

Wednesday is SWS’s democracy day. The community meets 
in its dedicated classroom where issues 
are discussed, committees meet and 
work periods are held. Proposals are 
put forth and deliberated under the 
rules highlighted in the SWS 
constitution. After a thorough 
discussion, all members of 
the community, including 
teachers and students, vote. 

SWS has three standing 
committees to allow 
students to engage in  
the democratic process— 
academics, human rela-
tions (HR) and publications. 
Academics works on students’  
schedules, chooses classes, creates 
the rosters and is in charge of  
making sure students get all the 
credits they need. HR works  
on party planning, events and  
arranging the annual trip to 
Philadelphia, Boston or Washington, 
DC. Publications promotes the 
community by writing articles, ordering 
T-shirts and organizing fundraisers. 

SWS is not just a place  
for enriching education, 

but is also a place to 
broaden your social circle.
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Clockwise from top left: important dates to remember; the 
SWS community at the Capitol; Lauren Blum, Bri Clarfield, Josh 

Dinetz and Natalia McMillan were all hippies on Halloween.



These elements are overseen by a leadership 
team of elected officers including a moderator, 
recorder, treasurer, attendance coordinator, web-
master and committee heads, who meet with the 
faculty adviser to plan community activities. Students 
learn leadership skills running this democracy. 

“The community aspect is what binds us,” says 
Moderator Bri Clarfield. “Having support from 
them while challenging yourself academically aids 
in success for students—something other kids in 
our education system could benefit from as well.”

With 75 students, about 25 each from the 
sophomore, junior and senior classes, SWS is 
not just a place for 
enriching education, 
but is also a place to 
broaden your social 
circle. Sophomores and 
seniors are equal within 
the community and 
the various activities 
enable the formation 
of close relationships. 
SWS friendships are 
often lifetime friendships. Since everyone spends 
so much time together, community members 
become more like family than friends.  

Students in SWS learn how to be independent, 
manage time and balance responsibilities while 
developing their own educational program. 
Accountable for their own learning, students become 
responsible citizens within a democratic structure. 
They write their own constitution, organize their 
own government and serve in a variety of offices 
and on many committees. In almost every way, the 
students direct their own School Within a School. 

“As a veteran teacher with more than 25 years 
of experience, SWS offers me something truly 
unique,” says Clarke. “Students learn about their 
responsibilities as learners over three years. So, 
an SWS class can be one where my role is limited 
to guiding discussion. Very often the students 
direct the conversation to surprising places. It’s 
amazing to be a part of it.” 

To learn more about SWS, visit www.swswheatley.weebly.com; 
Like their Facebook page, The Wheatley School’s SWS; or 
follow them on Twitter @sws_wheatley. 

From top: Academics is hard at work 
making third module schedules; 
SWS welcomed Wheatley’s guidance 
department to its Community Day.


