
hat is the real purpose of a private school 
education?  What can parents expect of 
the thousands of dollars in tuition they 
spend in their children’s education?

These are the questions Trinity 
head of school John Allman, who 
taught here in the 1980s, attempted to 
address in a letter to parents over the 
summer which has garnered national 
attention — including mention in the 
New York Times.

His evaluation of the current cul-
ture of the school suggests something 
needed to be changed.

     •••
“Within the school, we’ve been looking 

pretty intensively for the past couple of years 
about student well-being,” Allman said, “and 
the threats to that well-being posed by in-
tensifying pressures that students feel. These 
pressures are created by an increasingly highly 
selective college admissions process and am-

bitions to garner admissions to 
those schools.”

What Allman realized 
was there were parents 
and students who viewed 
the school as more of a 
stepping stone to prepare 
them for the future rather 

than a community of 
upstanding people.

In his back-to-school 
welcome letter to the 
parents, Allman explored 

the ideals of a community in which people 
would use it for more than just its surface level 
purpose. 

“At times, we feel the disconnection from 
consumerist families that treat teachers and the 
school in entirely instrumental ways, seeking to 
use us exclusively to advance their child’s nar-
row self-interests,” Allman wrote in the letter.

He went on to emphasize the notions of 
social contract versus covenant. In a contract, 
the parties involved in the community are all 
seeking to gain something out of their involve-
ment, while in covenant, they are giving to the 
community, ultimately benefiting everyone.

As soon as the letter was sent, the commu-
nity responded. 
This continued to 
evolve when The 
New York Times 
wrote an article 
about the letter 
sparking discus-
sion across the 
nation. However, 
Allman said the article did not properly encap-
sulate the meaning of the letter.

“The New York Times article doesn’t get the 
letter exactly right,” Allman said. “It pulls some 
of the elements of the letter together, but the ar-
ticle misses the basic thrust, which is this notion 
of covenant and understanding the relationship 
to the school is one of covenant not contract.”

Years before he joined Trinity, Allman was a 
coach and English department head here. His 
experience at the school has carried with him 
for decades, and he still sometimes draws from 
St. Mark’s when making decisions today.

“I have a great deal of admiration for the 
way the school has been run for a long time,” 
Allman said. “In fact, I still have the policy 
manual that was used when I arrived at the 
school in 1985. I pull all the time from discus-
sion that we had there in policy and procedure 
that were developed when I was there.”

Due to the similarities between the two 
schools, the topics discussed in Allman’s letter 
are pertinent to discussions being held on 
campus. Headmaster David Dini understands 
the fundamental goals specified by Allman are 
applicable to education itself.

“[School] is not a transactional enterprise,” 
Dini said. “It’s a human enterprise. It’s about 

investing in potential. 
Given all the external pres-
sures of the world around 
us, that our purpose as a 
school community togeth-
er is about addressing the 
fundamental purpose of 
helping our students be-
come their best selves.”

While academics and extracurricular 
activities are of utmost importance, Dini says 
what a parent most cares about when sending 
their child to school is the character of the 
student.

“Who you are and the development of 
your character that fundamentally is most 
important and what we care about most,” Dini 
said. “When you ask a parent what they really 
value and what they want for their children, 
who they are as people is paramount.”

Allman still remembers 
the school as an institution 
focused on character and 
leadership, and he still ap-
plies what he learned here 
while leading his school 
in New York. He wants to 
give his students chances 

to experience defining moments, similar to the 
Pecos Wilderness trip, so he can continue to 
evolve the culture at Trinity in the future.

“I think that the Pecos Wilderness trip is 
so distinctive, and we’re trying to create some 
of that here,” Allman said. “You pull a little bit 
from every place you’ve been and seeing the 
things that they do.”

Why did you and other parents send your 
children to St. Mark’s?
We looked for skillful teachers 
and adults of solid character.  
We wanted to expose our kids 
to other children who wanted 
to learn and be challenged.  Al-
though we recognized that there 
are many pathways to becom-
ing successful, learning to be 
a critical thinker was key.  We 
saw all these criteria and qualities in St. Mark’s.

How much weight do parents place on 
character when deciding on a school?
I believe all families realize how important these 
formative years are for our children and look for 
similar characteristics when choosing a school.

How does St. Mark’s influence the 
development kids in terms of character?
Our teachers, coaches and administration are giv-
ing our children life skills to become good citizens.  
There is so much more to a St. Mark’s education 
than the curriculum found on the syllabus!  I’m 
thankful that St. Mark’s has a long lens and keeps 
the big picture in sight.
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John Allman 
Trinity head of school

• This is not a check 
the box, pay your 
tuition and gain 
admission to a 
selective college or 
university. This is 
preparation for life.
Headmaster 
David Dini

TRANSCENDING 
THE TRANSACTIONAL
Former St. Mark’s instructor, now head of one 
of NY’s oldest private schools, questions the 
reasons behind private education.

WE FEEL THE DISCONNECTION FROM CONSUMERIST 
FAMILIES SEEKING TO USE US EXCLUSIVELY TO 
ADVANCE THEIR CHILD’S NARROW SELF-INTERESTS. 
Trinity Head of School John Allman
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Our parents
Parents’ Association President Debbie Jenevein 
speaks to the value parents have in sending 
their children to the school.

Debbie Jenevein

ESTEEMED EDUCATION  The front doors on one of Trinity’s buildings reflects the 
school’s legacy and traditions that Allman hopes to uphold.

The letter

Dear parents...

Excerpts from Allman’s Aug. 30 letter to parents

We seem to have lost the necessary balance in 
the timeless need to balance our separateness 
and our togetherness, our differences and the 
common good, our diversity and our commu-
nity...

First and foremost, let’s build a school counter-
culture that enhances student well-being.

Second, let’s build transformational opportuni-
ties to “engage the City, Nation, and World.”

Third, let’s build a coherent K-12 curriculum 
that empowers us to work together to advance 
important shared curricular and mission com-
mitments.

Excitedly, John Allman, head of school

For more on Allman’s 
letter, read “Can prep 
schools fight the class 
war?” nytimes.
com/2017/09/22/
nyregion/trini-
ty-school-letter-to-par-
ents.html

Defining private education


